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Preface 


ORE THAN A QUARTER-CENTURY separates the first Pre- 

Columbian conference at Dumbarton Oaks, on the Olmec, and the 

1993 symposium from which this present volume evolved. Com- 
paring the earlier, slim volume from the 1967 conference and this later, larger 
one, the advances in our understanding of early Mesoamerica are notable, not 
only in terms of more detailed examinations but also in the number of fine 
scholars at work. 

The Olmec volume was produced at a time when broad brush strokes were 
still filling in the outline of the nature and dimensions of Olmec culture. It 
concentrated on large sites, particularly, La Venta and San Lorenzo, looked at 
regional patterns relating to the Olmec heartland, and addressed such basic 
questions as the relationship of Olmec and Maya art and the Olmec were- 
jaguar motif. 

This volume, edited by Rosemary A. Joyce and David C. Grove, like its 
predecessor is both a summation of work that has been carried out over a long 
period of time and a signpost pointing the way for future studies. In it, we can 
see the reflection not only of more than two decades’ research on early 
Mesoamerica, but also the theoretical influences of the past twenty-five years. 
Issues regarding gender, social identity, and landscape archaeology are present, 
as are the analysis of mortuary practices, questions of social hierarchy, and con- 
junctive studies of art and society that are in the best tradition of scholarship at 
Dumbarton Oaks. 

Another Dumbarton Oaks publication, in 1981, The Olmec and Their Neigh- 
bors: Essays in Memory of Matthew W. Stirling, expressed the efflorescence of 
Olmec studies in the great richness and detail that became possible in the 
relatively brief period between its publication and the first Olmec conference. 
Now, we have reached yet another stage in understanding the Pre-Classic. The 
authors of the chapters in this volume have framed their discussions of early 
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cultures to address broad questions regarding the Pre-Classic throughout a great 
portion of Mesoamerica. In doing this, they have concentrated on issues of 
social patterns that represent a new phase and a new view of the issues at stake. 
And while the debate on the Olmec as the “mother culture” may not be settled, 
in some quarters, the approach expressed here offers a particularly valuable way 
of examining the past that directly contributes to discussions of the origins of 
social complexity in Mesoamerica, Latin America, and beyond. It has only been 
through the careful and sometimes tedious and difficult research of scholars in 
both the old and new volumes, over many years, that we have been able to 
reach such a point in our analyses. 

Considerable labor also has gone into the production of this book, which 
was begun under the guidance of my predecessor as director of Pre-Columbian 
Studies, Elizabeth H. Boone. It should also be noted that Richard A. Diehl was 
acting director of Pre-Columbian Studies in 1993, when the conference took 
place. My thanks to Professors Boone and Diehl and Grove and Joyce for the 
opportunity to work with this wonderful project that marks a significant mile- 
stone in our study of the Pre-Columbian world. 


Jeffrey Quilter 
Dumbarton Oaks 
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Asking New Questions about the Mesoamerican 
Pre- Classic 


ROSEMARY A. JOYCE 


UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY 


DAVID C. GROVE 


UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS, URBANA-CHAMPAIGN 


ETWEEN THE INITIAL RECOGNITION THAT THE elaborate art style known 
B from Gulf Coast sites such as La Venta, Tres Zapotes, and San Lorenzo 
was early in the sequence of Mesoamerican cultures, and the Dumbarton 

Oaks symposium for which these papers were prepared, research on the Pre- 
Classic period was in many ways preoccupied with the problem of defining 
“Olmec.” To some extent, this situation reflected the real distinctiveness of 
features that have come loosely to be labeled Olmec in the development of 
Mesoamerican societies. More than for any later period, Mesoamerica’s Pre- 
Classic sites were characterized by unprecedented developments, including the 
development of monumental architecture and public art, whose creation was 
credited to Olmec people or Olmec influence. Also initially fueling concern 
with defining Olmec was the patchy nature of the archaeological record of the 
Pre-Classic. Few sites had been investigated in any detail, and those studies 
tended to focus on the more monumental features that first attracted attention. 
The necessity to understand the changes that took place during the Pre- 
Classic and the paucity of good contextual data to address this task helped 
foster the creation of models that stressed common features at the expense of 
differences, and gave a singular active role in cultural evolution to the presumed 
originators of Olmec art. With an expansion of projects producing primary 
data about Pre-Classic life in many areas of Mesoamerica, the integrity of a 
pan-Mesoamerican Olmec culture and the significance of Olmec influence 
became points of considerable contention. Debate about the definition of Olmec 
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art, style, and culture, and the role that any of these had in the general develop- 
ments of the Pre-Classic, was amply reflected in the different points of view 
expressed by contributors to The Olmec and Their Neighbors (Benson 1981) and 
Regional Perspectives on the Olmec (Sharer and Grove 1989). 

The papers included in these volumes incorporated data from extensive 
field projects in the Basin of Mexico, Morelos, Oaxaca, and Chiapas. These 
projects complemented Gulf Coast research centered initially on La Venta and 
Tres Zapotes and later on San Lorenzo. The results of these research projects 
provided a reasonable level of chronological control as well as contextual infor- 
mation for a variety of kinds of activities. They also fostered specialized analyses 
to address questions of exchange directly. Remaining disagreements about the 
nature and significance of the Olmec in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica aired in these 
volumes seem unlikely to be settled by more fieldwork or new analyses of 
existing data, as they reflect basic differences in the interpretation of the same 
evidence. 

Our purpose in organizing the conference for which the papers in this vol- 
ume were prepared was to go beyond the terms set by the existing Olmec 
debate and ask new questions about the Pre-Classic. We begin with the as- 
sumption that repeated behaviors should be recognizable in the now abundant 
and well-documented material remains from good contexts in Pre-Classic sites. 
We use the contextual data for repetitive behavior as evidence for exploring 
the meaning objects and places accrued through their use in social life. We 
argue that patterns in the archaeological record can be understood as material 
traces of (among other things) the marking of social boundaries, the develop- 
ment of distinct social identities, and the enactment of ceremony. This volume 
begins to explore the social mechanisms of the radical transformations under- 
lying emerging social stratification that characterized the Mesoamerican Pre- 
Classic. 


THE PRE-CLASSIC REVOLUTION 


More than any period of time that followed, the Mesoamerican Pre-Classic 
witnessed the development of unprecedented features in site form, artifact 
inventory, and use of materials. Every later Mesoamerican society developed 
within a framework that was laid in the Pre-Classic. The material features that 
we see archaeologically as typical of Mesoamerica took their essential form 
during this period. By the end of the Pre-Classic, monumental architecture in 
the form of large pyramidal structures was a general feature of the Mesoamerican 
landscape. The centers visually marked by these monumental buildings were 
further distinguished by symbolic elaboration embodied in the ornamentation 
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of architecture and in the creation of large-scale freestanding monuments that 
marked out spaces. Similar media were used to surround the centers with a 
symbolically rich landscape. Within the centers and hinterlands that thus took 
form, differences in the scale and elaboration of residences, in the forms 
and materials of craft products used in daily life and ceremony, and in the 
tasks carried out by different people formed the basis for defining social iden- 
tities that continued to typify complex society throughout the remainder of 
Mesoamerica’s Pre-Hispanic history. 

We asked participants in the symposium to address aspects of these develop- 
ments using data specific to particular areas, in order to illuminate processes 
that might have more general significance for the Pre-Classic as a whole. The 
phenomena in which we are interested vary in scale. At the most intimate level, 
the origins of social complexity must be sought in shifts in social relations 
within and between households. Even in supposedly egalitarian societies, there 
are sharp disparities in the respect and authority accorded different people. 
Such factors as age and experience, skill and knowledge, may become recog- 
nized bases for certain individuals to be accorded special value and recognition. 
While the resolution of the archaeological record seldom allows us to identify 
and follow the individual, we can examine the arenas where differences be- 
tween individuals are institutionalized and look for the material media through 
which differences in identity are given imperishable symbolic form. 

At a slightly wider scale, the construction of architecture of unprecedented 
size and form can arguably be taken as an indication of community-level ef- 
forts. While it is always possible to suggest that a complex public work could 
have been carried out by a small number of people working for a long period 
of time, archaeological data suggest that much of the public construction that 
we see in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica was accomplished over fairly short periods 
of time. Regardless of the number of people involved and the length of time 
required, building these features depended on people undertaking a wholly 
new kind of activity. Once constructed, monumental buildings changed for- 
ever the form of the place and the spatial habits of those dwelling there. These 
new constructions became part of specialized settings for ceremony and fea- 
tures of reference for everyday movement. They established a difference be- 
tween places that was part of a deliberate creation of a new social landscape. 

The newly differentiated people involved in habitual action within the freshly 
transformed landscapes of the Pre-Classic were ultimately engaged at a very 
wide scale in interactions we see archaeologically in the contemporaneous spread 
of materials and symbolic media from Mexico to Honduras and El Salvador. 
Through the creation of the networks that linked distant Pre-Classic commu- 
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nities, Mesoamerica itself took recognizable form. The papers in this volume 
do engage with wider issues of the nature of Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, which 
have generally been seen as aspects of the Olmec problem. But they do so by 
first examining the local-level, and even household-level, forces that fueled the 
formation of long-distance links. 


CHANGING ASPECTS OF PRE-CLASSIC SOCIAL IDENTITY 


The small-scale setting of probable remains of domestic life is the critical 
place, the preexisting context for the beginnings of all the transformations that 
occur during the Pre-Classic period. Residential sites were the location of 
activities through which social groups reproduced themselves, materially through 
subsistence and craft production and socially through ceremonies marking so- 
cial boundaries and transitions. Behavioral contrasts between the inhabitants of 
different residential groups resulted in variation in, among other things, burial 
form and contents, evidence of craft production, and use of symbolism. Through 
such behavioral contrasts and the relative value accorded some kinds of activi- 
ties, distinct social identities, including those between elites and commoners, 
took form. 

The papers that open this volume all concern this scale of Pre-Classic soci- 
eties. Drawing on burial data, Rosemary A. Joyce explores variation in aspects 
of mortuary ritual. She finds that distinctions are more evident between clus- 
ters of burials than between individual burials, emphasizing the investment of 
the social group in the ceremonies that resulted in burial assemblages. Taking 
the social group responsible for clusters of burials as a corporate participant in 
competitive and cooperative social relations, Joyce identifies three aspects of 
burials as potentially indicative of social group interests. First, there are clear 
differences in the degree to which different groups engaged in mortuary prac- 
tices that resulted in the burial of resources including pottery vessels, figurines 
and musical instruments, costume ornaments, and stone and bone tools. It ap- 
pears that, even in the absence of wide gulfs in wealth and status that can be 
identified after the emergence of elites, there were already sharp divisions in 
the ability or motivation of different social groups to engage in competitive 
displays. 

Among those groups that did engage in elaborate burial displays, two 
notable features can be isolated, both with implications for wider Pre-Classic 
concerns. The inclusion of tools and raw materials for different kinds of pro- 
ductive activities in burials draws attention to the probable importance of craft 
production organized at the small-scale social group level in the emergence of 
social stratification. The singling out of some burials through costumes incor- 
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porating exotic materials that have the most standardized form of any burial 
goods known from Pre-Classic Mesoamerica makes clear that social groups 
engaged in competitive displays were forming external alliances to mobilize 
resources from outside the local social system. 

Structured burial data like those used by Joyce are one of the more abundant 
sources for study of repetitive behavior in small-scale social settings of Pre- 
Classic societies. Norman Hammond contributes an updating of the chapter 
summarizing burials and caches from the landmark publication of the archae- 
ology of Cuello (Hammond 1991; see Robin and Hammond 1991 for the 
original version, and Robin 1989 for details of this analysis). Cuello has been a 
crucial site in the continuing debate about the integration of the Early and 
Middle Pre-Classic Maya Lowlands in the wider Mesoamerican world. At Cuello, 
Hammond notes evidence of processes of stratification and formalization of 
ritual parallel to those taking place elsewhere in the late Early Pre-Classic and 
Middle Pre-Classic Mesoamerican world. 

The inhabitants of Cuello initially buried their dead in what appear to be 
household compound clusters, with all ages and sexes represented. Hammond 
describes the earliest burials as having some of the least standardized burial 
goods of any period, consistent with the general impression for contemporary 
Mesoamerica of significant individualization and difterentiation between house 
compounds in ritual practices. But at the same time, Hammond describes a 
range of practices comparable to those Joyce notes in her examination of buri- 
als from contemporary Tlatilco. While apparently abstaining from the use of the 
specific symbolism that spreads across Mesoamerica in the Early and Middle 
Pre-Classic, the lowland Maya society represented at Cuello already accepted 
pan-Mesoamerican standards of value and participated in the long-distance 
exchange and craft patronage necessary to supply early Mesoamerican luxuries. 
Indeed, Hammond suggests that some of the jade items in these burials were 
products of exchange with centers fully participating in the use of pan- 
Mesoamerican symbolism in the Gulf Coast. By the beginning of the Late Pre- 
Classic period, both the use of space and burial practices signaled a formalization 
of ritual and the emergence of a segment of society distinguished by the use of 
human remains as burial inclusions. 

Joyce Marcus explores two aspects of social differentiation in Pre-Classic 
Oaxaca: segregation in ritual between men and women, and the shared venera- 
tion of ancestors by men and women of different segments of the population. 
Marcus identifies ten specialized buildings in Early Pre-Classic Oaxaca which 
she interprets as sites where men commemorated their individually named and 
recalled ancestors. She draws attention to the singling out of some males for 


Rosemary A. Joyce and David C. Grove 


burial in a distinctive seated position, a format also noted by Hammond for the 
males who were the center of mass burials accompanying the construction of 
monumental architecture in Late Pre-Classic Cuello. Marcus identifies seated 
male burials as probable foci of ancestor veneration. Her argument that these 
ancestors were preferentially venerated by men draws on previous discussions 
of the distribution in burials in Oaxaca of vessels with complex iconography 
that she identifies with Lightning and Earth (Marcus 1989; Flannery and Marcus 
1994). She notes that in Oaxaca such vessels were never deposited with adult 
females, and burials containing them were spatially segregated in different areas. 
These observations imply the existence of two spatially fixed and differentiated 
groups in which males shared the prerogative of displaying the symbols of an 
important supernatural. 

Remarkably, throughout the burial material considered by Joyce, Hammond, 
and Marcus, there is a decided balance between features that are strictly local 
and others that reflect participation in more widespread practices. Marcus notes 
burials from Copan that share iconography she identifies with Earth and Light- 
ning descent groups in Oaxaca. Others (Porter 1953; Longyear 1969; Healy 
1974; Fash 1985, 1991; Joyce 1992, n.d.) have previously noted correspon- 
dences between iconography of vessels from Copan and other Honduran sites, 
and examples from Mexican archaeological sites including San José Mogote 
and Tlatilco. Joyce (1992, 1996, n.d.) suggests that in Honduras these and other 
pan-Mesoamerican motifs were used to assert distinctions between different 
local groups relating to craft patronage and participation in long-distance ex- 
change, rather than a codified division between two descent groups. At Tlatilco, 
Paul Tolstoy (1989) noted a tendency for such motifs to occur in specific burial 
clusters, but his evidence suggested an emphasis on the maternal, rather than 
paternal, line. While pottery vessels, figurines, and costume are incorporated in 
burials across Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, burials are simultaneously distinguished 
by use of local objects in patterns that lack broad distribution. The strongest 
shared pattern is the use of certain materials, especially greenstone and shell, for 
ornaments. Pre-Classic burials reflect subtle social differentiation within the 
small-scale setting of the residential compound mobilizing common practices 
and standards of value for local ends. 

Julia A. Hendon reviews the evidence for common and distinctive patterns 
in the elaboration of Pre-Classic residential compounds. She emphasizes that 
analysis of practices whose outcomes can be observed in the material record is 
ultimately more fruitful than the search for rules of social structure. By empha- 
sizing that group identity is not a given, but needs to be formed and main- 
tained, Hendon draws our attention to one of the implicit social processes of 
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the Pre-Classic: the institutionalization of internal social differentiation be- 
tween kinship groups. Hendon views the abundant evidence for craft produc- 
tion within the residential setting as an indication of possible competition 
between residential groups, and between individuals within them, for social 
distinction, a perspective also extending to participation in ritual within the 
setting of the residential group (compare Clark and Blake 1994; Clark and 
Gosser 1995). 

Hendon suggests that material from early middens at Uaxactun documents 
craft production of textiles and shell ornaments. Noting that textile production 
in later Mesoamerica is virtually universally associated as a specialized practice 
with female gender, she implicitly identifies the Pre-Classic as the period dur- 
ing which the definition of gender identities may have been formalized. In this 
regard, the notable disjunction between the prominence of females in Pre- 
Classic figurine imagery, and their virtual absence in monumental imagery, is 
brought into sharper relief. Rather than simply reflecting a given reality of 
sociopolitical organization, in which men had privileged access to positions of 
power, this disjunction may be a means by which Pre-Classic societies began to 
create arenas in which women’s participation was played down. Hendon, high- 
lighting the probable use of figurines in household-level ritual at Uaxactun, 
draws attention to the importance of the house compound as an arena of ac- 
tion accessible to both men and women in the Pre-Classic, when separate for- 
mal spaces for political and religious ceremony did not already exist. 

Marcus interprets the Oaxacan data in a similar fashion, assuming that spe- 
cialized buildings functioned as lineage shrines for men, while women prac- 
ticed distinctive ancestor veneration in other locales. Marcus suggests that 
figurines were made and used by women in house-based veneration of recently 
deceased, preferentially female, ancestors. Her model is one of several recent- 
analyses of Pre-Classic figurines that view these as media for ritual action and 
negotiation of social status. Ann Cyphers (1993), like Marcus, identifies a ma- 
jority of figurines from Chalcatzingo as representations of female subjects, ar- 
guing that they symbolize stages in the female life cycle and might have been 
used in house-based rites of passage. Richard Lesure (1997) identifies a wider 
range of gender, age, and status differentiations in figurine assemblages from the 
Pacific Coast, and suggests they reify distinctions between elders who achieved 
status through ritual and the younger members of their kin groups whose lives 
they controlled. Joyce (1993, this volume) identifies the Pre-Classic Playa de los 
Muertos figurines of the Ulua River Valley in Honduras as media for the per- 
manent recording of individual personae enacted through distinctive body 
ornamentation, particularly of female subjects. While in each area the actual com- 
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position of figurine assemblages varies substantially, and consequently models 
for their social effects are equally varied, production and use of these highly 
distinctive assemblages in house compounds and in burials are at the same time 
fairly common aspects of Pre-Classic Mesoamerican traditions. 

The production of shell ornaments is the second major craft activity repre- 
sented at Pre-Classic Uaxactun. This craft activity contributed to differentia- 
tion in costume practices like that evident in mortuary data discussed by 
Hammond, Marcus, and Joyce. Michael Love finds evidence of differential con- 
sumption of precisely these kinds of ornaments in conjunction with practices 
that internally divide the space of sites in Pacific coastal Guatemala. This is not 
simply a matter of privileged access to, or appropriation of, luxury goods or the 
products of long-distance exchange and craft production. Rather, as Hendon 
and Love explicitly argue, the selective use of such materials was a means by 
which certain individuals actively set themselves apart from others in their 
communities. Joyce’s analysis of practices typical of clusters of burials at Tlatilco 
extends this analysis to distinctions between groups, not solely between indi- 
viduals. 

The setting of craft activities at Uaxactun within a Pre-Classic household 
that later features unique buildings, possible stages for ceremony, raises the prob- 
ability that economic activities within the household were at the heart of the 
development of social stratification during the Mesoamerican Pre-Classic. 
Hendon notes that the elaboration of these special-purpose buildings at 
Uaxactun, and elsewhere in the Maya Lowlands, distinguished them from other 
quotidian structures in the same groups, providing a distinctive setting for action. 
Marcus documents equivalent architectural elaboration of otherwise small-scale 
buildings she calls lineage houses. Hendon and Marcus make the point that 
households already contained within themselves both means to create distinc- 
tions (through limitation of participation in production and ritual) and grounds, 
including age and sex, for social ranking. At the same time, the spatial setting of 
the residence offered profound opportunities for the reformulation of the ex- 
perience of everyday life that, projected to a larger scale, is reflected in the Pre- 
Classic innovations of monumental architecture and monumental art. 


BUILDING THE NEW SOCIAL LANDSCAPE 


The small-scale, face-to-face context of the residential compound was nec- 
essarily the setting for the development of social distinctions in Pre-Classic 
Mesoamerica, because it existed before other kinds of marked spatial locations. 
One of the most disruptive aspects of the social transformations that took place 
during this period was the elaboration of new forms of architecture—an entirely 
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new pattern of construction of monumental architecture and settings of monu- 
mental art creating unprecedented kinds of space in Pre-Classic sites. 

Michael Love provides a detailed consideration of the process and effects of 
the introduction of monumental architecture. He emphasizes the central im- 
portance of practices that differentially include and exclude members of soci- 
ety in creating internal social differentiation. He argues that the new constructions 
evident in Pre-Classic sites created different zones subject to differential access, 
serving to discriminate between people in ways not possible prior to the exist- 
ence of those arenas of action. Drawing on data from the Pacific Coast, he 
documents the beginnings of this process in the elaboration of what appears to 
be a very large residence which was the setting for more public activity than 
was typical of other houses. This is followed in the region by the construction 
of freestanding mounds of monumental scale that Love suggests may have been 
built as shrines or temples for specific residential groups whose houses encom- 
pass the larger structures. By the end of the Pre-Classic, monumental architec- 
ture formed new specialized spatial settings including ballcourts and enclosed 
patios. 

Love emphasizes the ways that new monumental construction would have 
transformed day-to-day experience, ranging from requiring modification of 
previous patterns of movement through sites to creating differences between 
those with differential access to the new features. The architectural innovations 
created new spatial settings that controlled and habituated residents to newly 
defined, or at least acknowledged, internal social distinctions. Love puts special 
emphasis on the way that monumental architecture created a center and pe- 
ripheries. He argues that differences in material culture within households par- 
allel changes at the larger scale, creating an elite distinguished by consumption 
of stylistically distinctive materials and exotic materials. Hendon echoes some 
of these themes, arguing that the construction of specialized structures as set- 
tings for ritual within the small-scale residential group was in part a competi- 
tive response to the construction of other settings for ceremony outside the 
confines of the house compound. Hammond’s description of the correlation 
between new monumental construction (ofa platform, pyramid, and stela com- 
plex) at Cuello in the Late Pre-Classic testifies to the same injection of spatial 
segregation in the intimate confines of residential space. At Cuello this trans- 
formation is accompanied by innovations in the scale and form of caches and 
burials, including the differentiation of some males as subject to privileged 
burial and other persons as objects for inclusion in graves. 

The inextricable connections that Love and Hendon illuminate between 
transformations within the small-scale, face-to-face context of the household 
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and the large-scale settings that monumental architecture and art newly created 
are also fundamental to the arguments advanced by Ann Cyphers. Cyphers’ 
work at San Lorenzo has documented the presence of a monument workshop 
associated with the remains ofa residential group. Large-scale and special mate- 
rials distinguish at least one of the buildings in this group. Cyphers notes the 
possibility that the workshop was joined to this building by a walled enclosure, 
creating a segregated physical setting for attached craft specialization. 

Cyphers also introduces a discussion of the use of monumental sculpture to 
mark locations outside the center as of particular significance. She characterizes 
Loma del Zapote, 3 km from the San Lorenzo plateau, as a hinterland of that 
center. The monuments whose placement, alteration, and relationships she docu- 
ments at Loma del Zapote were material media for the incorporation of a 
wider spatial expanse into a social landscape. As Love argues for the Pacific 
Coast, through monumental construction and the use of stone sculpture, the 
scale of social space was broadened and at the same time broken up into differ- 
ent kinds of places. The different possibilities for action posed by the variety of 
places newly defined through the use of architecture and monuments are at the 
core of the social differentiation that we recognize as the distinctive product of 
the Pre-Classic revolution. 

Emphasizing the construction in Pre-Classic Maya sites of more formalized 
house platform groups, and of monumental constructions joined to each other 
by processional ways, William M. Ringle demonstrates that here, as in the Pa- 
cific coastal region discussed by Love, new forms of construction transformed 
the space within the center into more differentiated settings. Ringle argues that 
concurrent with the construction of new spatial settings, there is a shift in the 
location of ritual action from the house compound to the areas of monumental 
construction and even to the processional ways themselves. The multiplication 
of different spatial settings within sites would also have increased the grounds 
for distinctions between the individuals acting within those settings. As Joyce, 
Hammond, Marcus, Hendon, and Love show, archaeological remains from 
Pre-Classic households demonstrate the existence of a number of cross-cutting 
distinctions established in part through the practice of ritual and craft produc- 
tion. The segregation of action in space that created the broader Pre-Classic 
landscape was accomplished through material changes that began in the house- 
holds with the construction of distinctive kinds of residential settings. 


GIVING MEANING TO THE PRE-CLASSIC LANDSCAPE 


Ringle addresses key questions about the meanings that monumental archi- 
tecture must have had to have engaged the necessary communal labor for con- 
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struction. He argues that among the Pre-Classic Maya it is not possible to 
demonstrate the existence, before these works were undertaken, of an elite that 
could have exercised coercive power. He suggests that buildings were seen as 
fixed points in a flow of energy or spirit through space and time, and had 
significant value to the people who constructed them as materializations of 
that flow and the union of space and time it accomplished. He argues that 
within the “cityscape,” processions between different architectural settings were 
enactments of social relations given sacred sanction through ritual. 

The incorporation of a broader landscape in Pre-Classic societies was also 
clearly accompanied by the impression of meaning on space and on different 
natural features. Cave sites with Pre-Classic art, such as Oxtotitlan, Guerrero 
(Grove 1970), extend to an extreme periphery the construction of different 
kinds of places that Love suggests is made possible by the development of monu- 
mental architecture and art. To these cave sites, we can now add the likelihood 
that water sources were incorporated in Pre-Classic sacred geography. At La- 
guna Manati, Ponciano Ortiz and Maria del Carmen Rodriguez have docu- 
mented one of the most complex sequences of Pre-Classic ritual yet known at 
such a marked site on the landscape. The highly structured nature of the depos- 
its at this site suggests the routinization of the ceremonies conducted there. 
Ann Cyphers suggests that a central theme of monument use at San Lorenzo 
was the control of water. Ortiz and Rodriguez compare the setting of Laguna 
Manati with other Pre-Classic sites placed in relation to natural hills, such as 
Chalcatzingo’s location at the base of Cerro Chalcatzingo. Their argument echoes 
Ringle’s explicit identification, based on later Classic Maya data, of pyramids as 
built representations of sacred mountains. 

David C. Grove takes on the systematic task of providing an analysis of the 
incorporation of features of a sacred geography into the social world and of 
replication of these in sacred landscapes. He explores the complex intersections 
of center and periphery, architecture and natural features at a series of Pre- 
Classic centers. His argument extends beyond the general propositions of Love, 
Ringle, and Cyphers to incorporate more specific features of the symbolic and 
representational content of monumental art used in creating sacred landscapes. 

Grove shows that the monuments that occur in different segments of the 
differentiated spaces created by placements of architecture feature particular 
themes or groups of themes. A general distinction between monuments with 
mythic narratives and those with images of rulership is repeatedly associated 
with the segregation of a political center from its periphery. Distinctive spatial 
settings in the center are further embellished and given specific inflections of 
meaning through the distributions of particular kinds of monuments. Grove’s 
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analysis in fact suggests that one of the motivations for the creation of Pre- 
Classic monumental art may have been the desire by new elites to reinforce 
limitations on free action in new spaces within sites created by innovations in 
architecture. 

Grove argues that monumental art marked the periphery of individual cen- 
ters as equivalent to the encompassing natural world, and through depiction of 
cosmological scenes, as equivalent to the distant past (compare Helms 1979, 
1988). This particularly dramatic use of art may be an unusually clear example 
of the way the limitations of action in new spaces were defined through sym- 
bolic means. Marking a spatial periphery as a supernatural location, the monu- 
mental art discussed by Grove also advances the claim that only those competent 
to deal with the supernatural can deal with spatial distance. 


CONCLUSION 


The impact of the spatial reorganization of Pre-Classic sites through innova- 
tions in monumental architecture and art is most evident at the small scale of 
the household and the medium scale of the political center with its periphery. 
But the Pre-Classic revolution also involved, for the first time, the definition of 
an even larger scale that we recognize today as Mesoamerica. For elites with the 
asserted ability to deal with the supernatural world and ancestors placed sym- 
bolically beyond the edge of the individual polity, long-distance connections 
assumed a great weight. The material display of such connections embodied in 
portable art with common iconographic themes and in the use of materials 
such as greenstone and iron ore, especially for distinctive costumes, is evidence 
for the emergence of this ultimate sphere of interaction in the Mesoamerican 
Pre-Classic. 

The papers in this volume contribute to identifying those factors that ulti- 
mately define Mesoamerican civilization as an object of study. We hope that the 
dimensions of variation they single out—internal differentiations within the 
face-to-face confines of the household, the division of space through the use of 
monumental architecture and art, and the marking of different spatial domains 
through symbolic media—will continue to engage the attention of scholars 
exploring the distinctive phenomena of the Pre-Classic period. 
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ROSEMARY A. JOYCE 


UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY 


URIALS ARE THE MATERIAL RESIDUE OF specific practices carried out in 

the past. These highly structured data are our evidence for variation in 

mortuary ritual, reflecting not only characteristics of the individual in- 
terred but also significant dimensions of social relations in past communities. 
For Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, specific mortuary practices have been shown to 
vary with other indications of differential social power, or rank (e.g., Tolstoy 
1989; Grove and Gillespie 1992; Merry de Morales 1987). Analysis of the social 
relations evident in mortuary practices is one avenue to begin to understand 
how social differences were created and endowed with social value through 
distinctive practices in Pre-Classic societies. 

Drawing on selected samples of burials from different regions of Mesoamerica 
spanning the Early to Middle Pre-Classic, I will pursue two basic questions. 
First, what kinds of practices are represented, and what are their implications 
for the scale and nature of social relations shaped through mortuary ritual? 
Second, how did some practices come to distinguish certain individuals and 
abstract them from the small-scale social context of the residential group? In 
addressing these questions, I draw attention to the way mortuary practices in 
different settings within communities contributed to creating residential and 
communitywide scales of identity and difference. I single out the inclusion of 
costume and pottery serving vessels in burials as reflecting individual differen- 
tiation on the one hand and group participation in mortuary rituals on the 
other. Finally, I argue that shifts in scale, accompanied by some standardization 
of other mortuary practices, are evidence of the emergence of individuals claim- 
ing and being credited with wider authority and positions of community im- 
portance, a key feature of the Pre-Classic development of social complexity. 

I use the term “residential group” throughout to label the people who re- 
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sided together in the groups of buildings arranged around or adjacent to exte- 
rior workspace, the residential compounds that characterize Pre-Classic 
Mesoamerican sites. While I assume that core members were related through 
kinship links, I do not assume any particular kind of kinship system, nor that all 
members of the residential group were kin. My model for social relations in 
residential groups is the “house societies” defined by Claude Levi-Strauss (1983), 
further discussed by James Boone (1990: 213-218) and ethnographically illus- 
trated by Susan McKinnon (1991), among others. While the concept has per- 
haps best been illustrated by ethnographers working in Indonesia and, although 
not explicitly so labeled, in Oceania (e.g., Weiner 1976; Munn 1986), Levi- 
Strauss’ original formulation was based on societies of the northwest United 
States and other native American groups and was also applied to African, Japa- 
nese, and medieval European societies. 

The “house” was defined as “a corporate body holding an estate made up of 
both material and immaterial wealth, which perpetuates itself through the trans- 
mission of its name, its goods, and its titles down a real or imaginary line con- 
sidered legitimate as long as this continuity can express itself in the language of 
kinship or of affinity and, most often, of both” (Levi-Strauss 1983: 174). Boone 
(1990: 215) argues that “houses are ranked both internally and externally by 
birth order, by anisogamy, and by other indices of differential transmissions of 
estates, heirlooms, titles, prerogatives, and renown.” Hierarchy in house societ- 
ies is contested, constantly under negotiation through alliances and exchanges, 
negotiations in which individual status and house status may part ways 
(McKinnon 1991: 259-276). 

For my purposes, key factors in this model are that the “house,” a coopera- 
tive coresidential economic unit with internal ranking and some centralized 
decision-making authority, seeks through alliances to improve its situation 
vis-a-vis other houses, while at the same time members of the house (Clark 
and Blake’s [1994] “aggrandizers”) seek to improve their individual standing 
with whatever resources are available (see Joyce 1996). In using house societies 
as my model, I am assuming that Pre-Classic Mesoamerica initially had little 
centralized authority above the level of some such small-scale social group; that 
the interests of individuals were sometimes advanced with those of their group 
and sometimes held back by within-group obligations; and that in the negotia- 
tions between houses, both house and individual identities were defined. 


MORTUARY PRACTICE: ETHNOGRAPHIC OBSERVATIONS 


Ethnographic accounts of mortuary rituals usually present deaths as disrup- 
tions in existing social relations, and burials as the occasion of efforts designed 
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to heal the breach of society (Bloch and Parry 1982; Hertz 1960; van Gennep 
1960). Such attitudes are not universal. An analysis of variation in burial prac- 
tices between groups of hunter-gatherers (Woodburn 1982) suggests that the 
perception of danger and the expenditure of effort on burial elaboration are 
related to the degree to which delayed obligations between people are signifi- 
cant within a specific society. In other words, where members of society count 
on individuals for future benefits, death represents a loss of predictable coop- 
eration that increases the emotional experience of loss (Kan 1989: 165-177). 

This argument should not simply be reduced to a kind of utilitarianism.The 
elaboration of mortuary ritual in these instances 1s a special case of the more 
general reality, described by Nancy Munn (1986), that at death social relations 
constructed through an individual are dissolved and must be reformed without 
the person’s living presence. Mortuary rites are the highly charged occasion on 
which the web linking one individual to others, through birth, marriage, and 
clientage, is displayed and the rent social fabric rewoven, now linked through 
the dead (compare Weiner 1976: 85-90). The surviving members of society 
array themselves in relation to the dead and by so doing strengthen bonds to 
each other (Kan 1989: 125-164). 

In some ways the construction of social links through the dead is more 
permanent than links transacted with the living, whose status and interests change 
continually throughout life. Mortuary rituals may symbolically mark the di- 
chotomy between fleeting and permanent aspects of society (Bloch 1981, 1982). 
While symbols adopted are specific to their context, the permanence and scale 
of burial facilities are commonly counterposed to the decay of all or part of the 
body as representative of social relations transcending the individual lifespan 
(Bloch and Parry 1982:27—38).As Thomas Dillehay (1992: 403-405) has shown 
for the Mapuche of Chile, burial facilities come to stand for more inclusive 
social identities as they lose their specific association with the individual in- 
terred within them. In a general sense, the dead are transformed through mor- 
tuary ritual from unique persons to members of social collectivities, such as 
ancestors, of interest to the living (Bloch 1982; Watson 1982). No longer ac- 
tively seeking their own advantage, the dead can become a powerful moral 
force guaranteeing claims of solidarity by the living. 


PRE-CLASSIC BURIAL PRACTICES 


Mesoamerican burial practices during the Pre-Classic period, even from 
widely separated communities, share a number of common features. Burials 
may include figurines, pottery vessels, and less common ceramic artifacts (stamps, 
rattles, whistles, and masks, among others). The deceased may wear costume 
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ornaments, such as necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and ear ornaments, made of a 
wide variety of materials but commonly including shell, greenstone, and pol- 
ished iron ore. Stone tools, especially obsidian blades and polished celts, are 
often included, and other more perishable tools, such as bone awls and punches, 
are sometimes detected. Finally, while Pre-Classic burials are commonly lo- 
cated in and around residences, specialized burial sites away from any residence 
may also be employed.The diversity in the precise practices evident at different 
sites is sufficient to indicate clearly that similarities are the result of varied 
expressions of shared cultural heritage within similar social contexts, not of the 
imposition of centralized ritual. 

Pre-Classic burials from Honduras are illustrative of all these features.’ They 
were placed within residential compounds, in caves removed from sites, and 
within nonresidential monumental construction within sites. I have argued that 
variation in burial location in Pre-Classic Honduras created differences in the 
visibility of mortuary ritual, and quite likely the scale of participation in cer- 
emonies conducted for specific burials ( Joyce 1996, n.d.b). Placement within 
the residential compound 1s more private, and participation in mortuary rituals 
for these individuals could have been restricted, perhaps to members of the 
residential group of the deceased and others with close social links. In contrast, 
both cave and mound burial are divorced from the residential compound. Burial 
in monumental architecture created marked sites that cannot be ignored today, 
and would have dominated the space of the site and the lives of its inhabitants 
in myriad ways in the past (compare Love n.d., this volume). The location of 
burials and consequently of some of the attendant mortuary rituals was thus 
part of the creation of public spaces transcending the defined boundaries of the 
household, and presumably of the creation of communities of participants in 
the activities that took place in these spaces. 

Among the contents of Honduran burials were costume ornaments of shell, 
greenstone, and other polished stone, as well as pottery. Individual beads are of 
forms common in southeastern Mesoamerica:? flat discs, cylinders, animal teeth 


' The burials I discuss came from the sites of Copan, Los Naranjos, Playa de Los Muertos, 
and the Cuyamel caves. My discussion is based on published reports (Baudez and Becquelin 
1973: 17-50, 91-93; Fash 1985; Gordon 1898; Healy 1974; Popenoe 1934; Rue, Freter, and 
Ballinger 1989;Viel and Cheek 1983) and my own examination of the material from caves 
of Copan and Playa de los Muertos in the collections of Harvard University’s Peabody 
Museum (Joyce 1996, n.d.b). 

? This observation is based on a comparison between the large body of well-dated orna- 
ments from Chalchuapa, El Salvador (Sheets 1978) and ornaments from Honduran burials 
(cited above) and other Pre-Classic contexts at Los Naranjos (Baudez and Becquelin 1973) 
and Playa de los Muertos (Peabody Museum collections; Strong, Kidder, and Paul 1938). 
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or claws, skulls, and “duckbills.’ The number of options for unique bodily 
adornment using these ornaments was very high, even without consideration 
of the probable use of perishable materials—tfeathers, barkcloth, and cotton 
textiles—and the evident use of painted body (or cloth) markings suggested by 
ceramic stamps and cylinder seals. The creation of unique appearance is abun- 
dantly documented in Pre-Classic Honduran figurines and in the individuality 
of costumes worn by buried individuals. In 16 burials from Playa de los Muertos, 
containing 10 strings of beads, no two costumes were alike. Simple “napkin 
ring” earspools, executed in polished black and brown ceramic and fine green- 
stone, were the only standardized ornament. Ear ornaments were worn only by 
adults. Wrist, neck, and waist ornaments vary in numbers and arrangement of 
beads. Shell was employed in children’s costume and greenstone in both adult 
and juvenile ornaments. The common use of certain materials and forms sug- 
gests that shared conceptions of beautiful materials were maintained. While 
some aspects of categorical social difference (age) are reflected in the nature of 
body ornaments, costumes themselves were individualized. 

I suggest that costume, intimately tied to the body, openly displayed, and 
subject to social assessment, should be viewed as a medium for the creation of 
individuality. Munn (1986: 96—97, 101-102) labels as “beautification” the social 
marking of the body as desirable and the person as “persuasive” to others achieved 
by the use of skillfully worked body ornaments that set one person off from 
others. She and other ethnographers (e.g., Howard 1991: 62; Kensinger 1991: 
43, 47-48) stress that personal adornment, enhancing individual appearance, 
supports competition for the positive evaluation of others and the personal 
influence that grows from such evaluation in face-to-face interaction within 
small-scale societies. By burying the deceased in costume, Pre-Classic 
Mesoamerican people perpetuated beautification and its enhancement of indi- 
vidual distinction even at the end of life. If costume was a medium for the 
creation of individuality, its use in burial may be an index of the necessary 
breakup of personal identity that Munn argues takes place through mortuary 
ritual. As she notes, “death itself initiates only a physical dissolution of the body 
. . death dissolves neither the intersubjective amalgam that constitutes the bodily 
person and forms the ground of each self, nor the intersubjective connections 
between others built on and condensed within the deceased’s person” (Munn 
1986: 164; original emphasis). 

Residential compound mortuary practices at Playa de los Muertos combine 
the marking of individual identity through adornment with signs of social re- 
lations in the form of ceramic vessels. Burials with costume usually also in- 
cluded pots. Because the vessels included are forms used for food serving, they 
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constitute metonymic or indexical signs*® for commensality, in essence the en- 
actment of a community. Arnold van Gennep (1960: 164-165) noted that meals 
on the occasion of funerals “reunite all the surviving members of the group 
with each other, and sometimes also with the deceased” (see also Munn 1986: 
172-178; Kan 1989: 35-38). Pre-Classic mortuary rituals might have actually 
involved meals uniting the people whose links together were endangered by 
the death. Whether or not the face-to-face groups that shared food enacted 
their participation as part of mortuary rites, the practice of including serving 
vessels in burials independently invokes their social setting, meals. Unlike cos- 
tume, pots in burials at Playa de los Muertos present more regularities, as their 
status as marked media of social relations extending beyond the individual would 
suggest. Bottles and open bowls or cylinders were most common, and no burial 
with pottery lacked one of these forms. 

Seven of 23 vessels are lobed or squash-effigy bottles, each executed slightly 
differently. Freestanding objects can be a focus for communal value created 
through beautification (Munn 1986: 20). Adornment of objects makes them 
subjects of comment and comparative evaluation, creating reputations for the 
objects, their makers, and their users. The recognition of shared standards for 
adornment and execution of pottery, and the measurement of each attempt at 
beautification against those standards, ethnographically demarcate those within 
a group from those outside it (Hardin 1983). Selection of serving vessel forms 
for elaboration has been identified as an aspect of aggrandizing behavior in the 
earliest ceramic complexes of Pre-Classic Mesoamerica (Clark and Blake 1994: 
23-28), implying both the existence of shared standards and differential evalu- 
ation of execution in this permanent, public medium. 

I suggest that costume on the one hand and pottery vessels on the other 
were employed in mortuary ritual in Pre-Classic Honduras to signal the disso- 
lution of individual personal identity and the breakup and reconstitution of the 
social relations of which the deceased had been part. Survivors with vested 
interests in the reconstruction of social networks previously focused on the 
dead person carried out the mortuary rituals that result in the burials we re- 


3 Index and metonymy are special kinds of symbolic relations in which an item invokes a 
chain of associations. These kinds of signs have also been described as “contiguity tropes” 
(Friedrich 1991: 34), a class of rhetorical figures that are characterized by such relations. 
Because contiguity tropes are essentially strings of associations, they are open to analysis in 
ways that more arbitrary symbols are not (Herzfeld 1992: 83-84).At least one of the entail- 
ments of serving vessels, an association that would always have been within the awareness of 
a viewer, was meals. To the extent that meals united certain groups of people (and not 
others), meals, and the vessels that were used in them, entailed an association with people 
with whom a viewer had certain kinds of relationships. 
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cover archaeologically. The degree to which burials were elaborated would 
depend on the importance to these survivors of the reinscription of their sev- 
ered connections, and reflect the social strategies of the house and aggrandizers 
within it. 

At Playa de los Muertos, the burials with the largest number and greatest 
diversity of items were those of juveniles. Such elaboration of select juvenile 
burials, seen not only in Honduras but throughout Pre-Classic Mesoamerica 
(e.g., Drennan 1976: 247-256; Grove and Gillespie 1992: 199; Tolstoy 1989: 
115; Robin and Hammond 1991: 224; Hammond, this volume), may reflect the 
position of these individuals at the intersection of social networks especially 
valuedand particularly endangered, by the death so memorialized. Ethnographi- 
cally, connections between groups created by marriage are strengthened through 
the birth and growth of children, with regular reinforcement of obligations and 
rights in ceremonies marking life stages. The death of a juvenile or infant trun- 
cates this developmental process and can endanger links not yet securely fixed. 
Mortuary ritual could take on the burden that would have been borne by other 
ceremonies in the life of the person had they survived. Through their involve- 
ment in mortuary ritual, groups of survivors displayed their regard for the de- 
ceased and attempted to ensure continued positive connections with others 
through that person. 


VARIATION WITHIN THE COMMUNITY 


Since mortuary rituals are designed and carried out by social groups, their 
patterned remains in burials can also be examined as evidence of the habitual 
practices that simultaneously create commonality and distinction between so- 
cial groups within a community. I apply this approach to a recently published 
catalogue of more than two hundred burials from Pre-Classic Tlatilco in Cen- 
tral Mexico which includes site plans demonstrating their spatial clustering 
(Garcia Moll et al. 1991). A preliminary cluster analysis of these burials identi- 
fied a tendency for adult female burials to contain more pottery and for 
nonpottery items to be found in adult male or juvenile burials (Serra and Sugiura 
1987). Paul Tolstoy (1989) included information on some of these burials, from 
what is labeled Temporada IV, in an analysis based on complete information for 
the equally large Temporada II population from earlier work at the site. 

Tolstoy concluded that the Temporada IV burials largely were later than 
those of Temporada II, and defined indicators of social hierarchy in the burial 
population as a whole. Iron ore mirrors, necklaces, greenstone, and shell objects 
were all limited to burials constituting the top rank of this status hierarchy 
(Tolstoy 1989: 109-112).These items, most of them elements of costume, were 
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also among characteristics distinguishing a statistical cluster of Temporada IV 
burials, with unspecified spatial associations (Serra and Sugiura 1987). Indi- 
viduals of mixed age and sex were identified as similar due to shared use of iron 
ore mirrors, jade belts, jade ear ornaments, and “rock crystal” beads, along with 
certain elaborate ceramic vessels. Also working from the Temporada IV cata- 
logue, Cameron Wesson (n.d.) found that burials of Tolstoy’s top rank exhib- 
ited distinctive cranial deformation and little evidence of bone pathologies that 
would have resulted from greater labor demands and poorer nutrition. 

Each of these studies suggests that there were real distinctions between indi- 
viduals at Tlatilco reflected in their general health, appearance (in the form of 
both physical modification and use of ornaments), and the elaboration of their 
burials. Tolstoy (1989) found consistent rankings reflected in the quality and 
quantity of objects included, the depth and preparation of the grave, and the 
position of the body. Nonetheless, he concluded that not all of the variability in 
the burial population could be explained simply as due to the reflection of 
individual rank. “‘The nature of these objects and their diverse patterns of oc- 
currence suggest that the denotation of rank was not their exclusive 
function. . . .Though consistent in the ranking they suggest for individual graves, 
these indicators do not exhibit uniformly strong associations with one another. 
This suggests that other important and, in part, hidden factors contribute to 
their distributions” (Tolstoy 1989: 109-112). 1 explored the possibility that dif- 
ferences, not between the status of buried individuals, but in practices between 
residential groups engaged in competitive social relations, might be one of these 
hidden factors, accounting for other variation in the nature of items included 
in burials.* 


* I created variables for each distinguishable category of object in the Temporada IV 
catalogue and employed the graphical approaches of exploratory data analysis to evaluate 
variation on the basis of age or sex. Very few tendencies by age or sex, all mentioned in the 
text, were discovered. The strength of correlations was tested using the chi square statistic 
when the expected values in cells of the contingency table allowed, and I identify such 
instances as “significant” in the text. Cases where expected cell size was too small to allow 
use of the chi square test, but the actual value of a cell in the contingency table diverged 
from the expected value by a sufficiently high factor (occurrence twice that expected), are 
noted in the text as “higher than expected” incidence of a particular association. They 
represent possible tendencies in the population. 

I also systematically evaluated correlations of all pairwise combinations of category vari- 
ables. Through this process, I was able to identify one set of variables—obsidian, bone 
punches, and some groundstone, discussed below—with significant levels of association. A 
weaker association was detected between the incidence of bottles and open vessel forms. 
The open vessel category is very heterogeneous, and the association of bottles with vases is 
stronger than that with open vessels as a whole. 
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As Tolstoy’s comments suggest, I found no evidence of strong associations 
among the entire suite of objects included in burials. Instead, the burial assem- 
blages may better be viewed as composed of components included indepen- 
dently of one another. The presence of any one of these components (e.g., 
figurines) does not provide clear grounds to expect other components. A hier- 
archical structure of choice may, however, be discernible. Burials with the rarest 
components usually also include more common components. Pottery vessels 
are most common and in many burials are the only objects included. Each 
component can be viewed as an option added to an initial common content, 
up to the rarest items: costume worn by the deceased. Viewed as a structure of 
choice, the composition of Tlatilco burials most directly reflects the practices 
differently employed by survivors belonging to different residential groups. 

The burials excavated in Temporada IV fall into well-defined spatial groups. 
Within groups, orientations tend to be shared, and in each group two major 
orientations are found. Tolstoy (1989) argued that burial orientation indicates 
the presence at the site of two moieties, with both inmarried and native resi- 
dents placed in what are likely residential compound burial locations.° As Tolstoy 
noted, within each spatial cluster, rich burials tend to share a single orientation, 
perhaps that of the locally born members of the residential group. In some 
clusters, there are groups of male, female, and juvenile burials that may suggest 
the use of distinctive burial sites based on age or sex in some compounds (Fig. 
1). As seen elsewhere in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, and as Tolstoy noted, juve- 
niles on the whole have the richest burials. 

Among the components of Tlatilco burials with apparently independent 
patterns of occurrence in individual burials were the use of red pigment, pres- 
ence of pottery vessels, inclusion of pottery figurines, incorporation of musical 
instruments and other rare artifacts, the presence of stone and bone tools and 
debitage, and the use of costume ornaments. Several of these characteristics are 


° The presence of features such as bottle-shaped pits in the published profiles from the 
site support the interpretation of these clusters as subresidential compound burials. Al- 
though the clusters define small spaces, they in fact are as large as, or larger than, the houses 
documented for contemporary Coapexco (Tolstoy 1989: 90-91). The Temporada IV clus- 
ters could represent as many as 25 of the largest structures, or at least 15 courtyard groups, 
of the size represented at Coapexco. The number of burials—a mean of 6.8 in areas ap- 
proximating structures and 12.8 in areas approximating courtyards—cannot represent an 
entire population accumulating over a long period of time. Some individuals may have 
been disposed of elsewhere, and others may have been disturbed and relocated to allow 
later burials. The presence of secondary burial treatment was noted by the excavators and 
includes the consolidation of skulls in pits. The interments that are the focus of this analysis 
thus represent a particular moment in a dynamic sequence of burial and reburial and the 
treatment accorded only selected persons. 
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Fig. 1 Adult male, adult female, and unsexed juvenile burials at Tlatilco. 
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Fig. 2 Bottles and bowls in graves at Tlatilco. The orientation of each burial is indicated 
by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without bottles or bowls are light gray. 
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common within the community represented by the Temporada IV burials, while 
others are spatially restricted and may reflect practices distinctive of specific 
residential groups. 

The most uniform distribution of artifacts across clusters is that of pottery 
vessels. While a large number of burials lack pots, no well-defined cluster is 
without some burials containing them. A closer examination of distributions 
of different forms of vessels reveals some distinctions between clusters that re- 
flect practices differentiating groups within the communitywide pattern of use 
of pottery serving vessels.° Bottles are less generally represented than pottery as 
a whole, and burials with bottles tend to occur repeatedly in specific clusters 
(Fig. 2). Within some clusters, bottles were an element in most burials. The 
presence of tall vases, all of which were found in burials also containing bottles, 
is another example of apparent diversity in the practices resulting in the incor- 
poration of pottery in burials, with certain clusters repeatedly including bottles 
and tall vases, and other clusters avoiding the practice entirely, even if they use 
bottles. Although there are fewer burials with pottery figurines, they also seem 
to be used widely within the community excavated in Temporada IV. Burials 
with exceptional numbers of figurines are generally unique in their cluster, but 
the inclusion of from two to five figurines is a feature repeated in multiple 
burials in two clusters (Fig. 3). 

The inclusion of pottery vessels and figurines in burials is a widespread 
practice within the community, and these objects are among the most common 
kinds of burial embellishments. Residential compound-specific patterns are 
more evident when rarer practices are examined. For example, the use of red 
pigment in burials is associated with all four of the ranks defined by Tolstoy. It 
is uncommon, restricted to 32 (out of 213) burials excavated in Temporada IV. 
Red pigment is slightly more common in female burials than would be ex- 
pected and is significantly more likely to be used in the burials of young adults 
(15-30 years of age). The strongest association of red pigment, however, is as a 
practice typical of certain clusters (Fig. 4). Multiple burials in eight clusters, all 
concentrated in the southeast edge of the excavated area, employ red pigment. 
One other cluster used red pigment on half of the burials. Otherwise, red pig- 
ment is employed in no more than two burials in any cluster, and is absent from 
many clusters altogether. 


° Ideally, 1 would have evaluated the specific decoration of vessels. Inconsistent illustration 
of vessels and poor resolution of photographs in the catalogue precluded this. 
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Fig. 3 Figurines in graves at Tlatilco. The orientation of each burial is indicated by the 
enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without figurines are light gray. 
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Fig. 4 Red pigment in graves at Tlatilco. The orientation of each burial is indicated by 
the enlarged end of the symbol. 
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Fig. 5 Musical instruments, masks, stamps, and tokens in graves at Tlatilco. The orienta- 
tion of each burial is indicated by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without 
musical instruments, stamps, masks, or tokens are light gray. 
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The inclusion of rare artifacts, clay masks, stamps and tokens,’ and musical 
instruments (clay rattles and whistles and shell trumpets) also demonstrates clus- 
ter-level patterning. Stamps and miscellaneous tokens are more common than 
expected in male burials, while musical instruments are more common than 
expected in female burials. Several clusters of burials lack any of these rare 
artifacts, even when they are in close proximity to clusters that include them in 
multiple burials (Fig. 5). Musical instruments are common in clusters in the 
southwest part of the site; outside this area, they occur at most in a single burial 
in any cluster. 

The distributions of most of the features of burials are independent of each 
other. The mortuary rituals that resulted in these distributions combined dif- 
ferent kinds of actions drawn from a suite of practices common to the commu- 
nity as a whole. The use of pottery vessels in mortuary rites throughout the 
community may reflect the importance of meals in small-scale social relations 
between and within groups and the significance of pots as media for symbol- 
ism. Differentiation between groups is most obvious in the choice to employ 
more variable elements of burial preparation, such as red pigment. The inclu- 
sion of unusual artifacts, such as musical instruments, in burials introduces the 
possibility that the use of some or all of these objects also distinguished the 
residents of the cluster during life. 

While the functions of musical instruments, stamps, masks, and tokens are 
not entirely clear, it is possible that some of them were employed in specialized 
performances. Flannery (1976) has argued for the interpretation of musical 
instruments and certain costume elements as evidence of ritual performance in 
Pre-Classic Oaxaca. If some or all of the rare objects from Tlatilco were em- 
ployed in the performance of ceremony, the differences between groups in 
their use might be related to distinctive ritual practice. Clearer implications for 
action during life can be derived from the various tools included in burials. 
Among these tools are a wide array of bone and antler punches, needles, and 
picks, grinding stones, and obsidian debitage.® 


7T use the neutral term “token” here to label miscellaneous pottery objects, including 
small balls, flat rectangular or oval plaques, and other irregular forms. These were described 
in the catalogue as “fichas” and “objetos.” Because, like stamps, tokens are more likely to 
occur in male burials, I grouped stamps and tokens together in Figure 5. 

8 I reviewed the illustration of each individual object with a common catalogue descrip- 
tion, for example, bone or antler “punzon,” and regrouped them based on unrecognized 
formal distinctions. ““Punzones” included both tools that were broad relative to their length 
and others that were long and narrow. A small number had notched ends, and some of the 
long narrow tools appear to have eyes (needles with eyes were recorded for Temporada II). 
The long narrow tools and notched end tools are indistinguishable from archaeological 
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Grinding stone sets (a handstone and platform; see note 8) may have been 
used in a variety of ways, and the association of two with raw pigment suggests 
that mineral processing was one task employing these tools. Bone needles and 
picks are forms appropriate for use in textile or basketry production (for other 
Pre-Classic instances of evidence for these crafts, see Hendon, this volume, and 
Marcus 1989: 184). Few burials have either sets of grinding stones or possible 
weaving picks (Fig. 6). Thus it is striking that burials with grinding stone sets 
tend to be found in the clusters of the northeast quadrant of the site (including 
one cluster with 2 examples), while those with bone weaving picks and needles 
are common in the clusters of the southwest. 

In contrast with these less common tools, bone or antler punches that are 
appropriate for use in lithic production (either to produce blades from pre- 
pared cores or for retouch) were present in 25 burials. In 20 of these, obsidian 
was also included, accounting for 42 percent of the burials with obsidian in the 
site (where obsidian was present in only 22 percent of the burials). With a single 
exception (one of a pair of burials isolated away from any cluster), burials with 
bone punches and obsidian were repeated features of clusters that, in turn, 
formed three neighborhoods within the site. Sixteen more burials with obsid- 
ian, but lacking bone or antler tools, were located in the same three neighbor- 
hoods. The clusters in these areas, containing 48 percent of the burials in the 
site, accounted for 75 percent of the burials with obsidian (Fig. 7). 

These clusters also yielded 14 of 17 burials containing single handstones. Four 
handstones were in burials that had both bone or antler punches and obsidian.’ A 


tools identified by comparison with ethnographic sources as weaving picks and needles and 
were recoded as picks. Similarly, I coded as a set grinding platforms and handstones (de- 
scribed in the catalogue as pestles, manos, metates, mortars, and so on) found together in 
single burials. I recoded the remaining ground stone artifacts, all handstones (manos, pestles, 
or hammerstones), separately. Due to the nature of the catalogue, it is not possible to define 
more precisely what characteristics defined the original variables “mano,” “pestle,” or 
“hammerstone.” What is clear is that each of these terms was applied to a ground stone 
item that is of a size to be held in the hand. 

° A linear regression analysis demonstrated a relatively strong positive association between 
obsidian and punches (R? = 44.5). This relationship is strengthened by considering the 
presence of ground stone (R? = 72.9), although this is at least in part due to a negative 
relationship between paired grinding stones and obsidian/punches (that is, the presence of 
the paired grinding stones generally indicates a high probability of absence of obsidian and 
punches and vice versa). When a variable tracking only handstones not forming part of sets 
was evaluated, it actually slightly weakened the regression (R* = 40.7), despite the evident 
overlap in spatial distribution between handstones and obsidian and punches. The explana- 
tion for this counterintuitive result is that the regression assesses individual burials as cases, 
whereas the pattern observed is on the level of the cluster and the neighborhood. This 
example reinforces the utility of treating burial data as the results of community action. 
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Fig. 6 Weaving tools and grinding stone sets in graves at Tlatilco. The orientation of 
each burial is indicated by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without weaving tools 
or grinding stone sets are light gray. 
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Fig. 7 Clusters with obsidian and obsidian production tools in graves at Tlatilco. The 
orientation of each burial is indicated by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without 
obsidian or obsidian production tools are light gray. 
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possible rationale for this association could be the use of handstones in an 
obsidian industry based on smashing of nodules identified in the same region 
and time period (Tolstoy 1989: 96; Boksenbaum et al. 1987: 67-68). Such a 
hammer-and-anvil, or bipolar, industry produces typical debitage, including 
bipolar cores and large numbers of flakes (Bordaz 1970: 14-15, 19-20; Kuyt 
and Russell 1993), the predominant form of obsidian in the Temporada IV 
burials. lan Kuijt (personal communication, 1993) identified seven of the ob- 
sidian flakes illustrated in the Tlatilco catalogue as formally likely to represent 
bipolar cores, and concurs that the handstones illustrated are consistent with 
such an industry.'°The strength of the association of these distinctive by-prod- 
ucts with bone or antler tools suggests that the latter were used in retouch of 
flakes produced by bipolar reduction (compare Bordaz 1970: 16, 19,27, 80-85). 
When the distribution of evidence for the bipolar industry was mapped, inde- 
pendently of the presence of products of the rarer core/blade industry, it be- 
came clear that the southwestern and north central clusters were particularly 
distinguished as loci with evidence of this technology (Fig. 8). 

Obsidian production was important enough to be featured in the mortuary 
practices of select clusters at Tlatilco. Two neighborhoods of the site have par- 
ticularly intense emphasis on obsidian and its production tools and by-products 
in burials. While the association of obsidian, bone or antler punches, and 
handstones in certain burials could allow the identification of these as the re- 
mains of individuals active in obsidian production, the stronger pattern evident 
is between clusters as a whole and obsidian production. By including these 
items in mortuary ritual, the survivors placed one of the activities that marked, 
not solely the individual, but the group, on display. The preserved evidence for 
textile production and for manufacturing processes employing sets of handstones 
is less abundant. Nonetheless, the inclusion of these tools in burials similarly 
implies not just the activities employing them but also the social recognition of 
these kinds of labor by the group, as part of the highlighted practices of mortu- 
ary ritual. 

While I have argued that the wearing of costume is the strongest medium 
for individuation present in Pre-Classic burials, the distribution of costume 
ornaments also suggests that an emphasis on costume was more characteristic 
of certain groups at Tlatilco. Sixteen individuals, including seven adult females 


© The specific objects Kuijt singled out are: probable bipolar core: Burial 46 (4 individu- 
als); Burial 80 (4); Burial 81 (4); Burial 145 (3); classic bipolar core: Burial 53 (3); Burial 82 
(1); Burial 121 (5); where the object number in parentheses corresponds to the catalogue. 
Burial 107 (15) is a probable chert bipolar core. 
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Fig. 8 Distribution of core/blade and bipolar obsidian industries in graves at Tlatilco. 
The orientation of each burial is indicated by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials 
without products of core/blade or bipolar obsidian industries are light gray. 
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and six adult males, were buried wearing costume in the excavated area.’! Ear 
ornaments and bead belts were worn only by males. Necklaces are found with 
females more often than expected.These differences hint at patterns of gender- 
specific costume elaboration like those evident in later Mesoamerican societ- 
les. 

Multiple individuals in certain clusters were buried wearing costume (Fig. 
9). In clusters with one or more individuals buried wearing costume, the num- 
ber of other individuals accompanied by costume ornaments not worn at the 
time of interment was higher than expected. Burials within these clusters were 
also more likely overall to incorporate exotic, imported material. Fragments of 
polished iron ore not worn as costume were included in eight burials, seven in 
the clusters marked by costume elaboration. In contrast, only three of six buri- 
als with shell or bone ornaments not worn as costume were found in these 
clusters." 

The cluster-level emphasis on the inclusion of costume ornaments within 
burials is strong in the same clusters that also included significant numbers of 
burials with obsidian production tools. Together these two patterns suggest the 
possibility that slight but perceptible and, more important, publicly marked 
differentials in the consumption of imported materials existed between resi- 
dential groups. These patterns could be interpreted as evidence that obsidian- 
working houses were displaying their wealth during mortuary ceremony. 

At the same time that the practice of interring the dead in costume can be 
seen as a group-level behavior, it also, quite clearly, distinguishes individuals. 
Four burials—two young adult women, one young adult male, and one older 
male—wore costumes that included greenstone beads and iron ore pendants. 
Each of these was unique in its particular cluster. Other costumed individuals 
in the same clusters wore only shell, bone, or stone ornaments (including green- 
stone). Thus the presence of an iron ore pendant distinguishes the most elabo- 


" T examined the drawing of each burial to ensure that the ornaments were in proper 
relative position to have formed part of costume, because the catalogue does not consis- 
tently indicate when ornaments were worn. I recorded examples of ear ornaments, neck- 
laces (with/without pendants), bracelets (with/without pendants), necklace with pendant 
and bracelets, ear ornaments with necklace, bracelet, and anklet, and one belt accompanied 
by bracelets. 

2 While later Mesoamerican practices would lead to the expectation that greenstone was 
a prized substance, greenstone beads not used in costume were distributed in the same 
fashion as shell or bone beads: two of four cases in costume-emphasizing clusters. The single 
jade beads found in all of these cases may relate not to costume but to the practice of 
placing jade beads in the mouth of the deceased, common in the Pre-Classic from Cuello 
(Robin and Hammond 1991) to Oaxaca (Drennan 1976). 
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Fig.9 Distribution of costume and costume ornaments in graves at Tlatilco. The orientation of 
each burial is indicated by the enlarged end of the symbol. Burials without costume 
ornaments are light gray. 
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rately dressed individual in each of the clusters that emphasize costume, conso- 
nant with Tolstoy’s (1989: 109-112) identification of iron ore mirrors as re- 
stricted to the highest rank within the site. As in ethnographic house societies, 
each group may have had an internal hierarchy symbolized by particular badges 
of rank. At Tlatilco, we may be seeing the development of codified emblems of 
status within the shared practice of competitive costume elaboration, or beau- 
tification. 


CONFORMITY BETWEEN COMMUNITIES 


Where Pre-Classic burials divorced from residential compounds are found, 
costume is the single most consistent element of burial assemblages. My own 
analyses of burials in nonresidential loci at La Venta (Joyce n.d.a) and Los 
Naranjos (Joyce n.d.b), Marcia Merry de Morales’ (1987) study of the unique 
burials in mound PC-4 at Chalcatzingo (see also Grove and Gillespie 1992), 
and John Clark’s (n.d.) analysis of burials from Chiapa de Corzo demonstrate 
shared features of this development. Within sites, there are pronounced regu- 
larities in the burials in these locations. In addition, some features of these 
burials are similar at widely separated sites, suggesting the possibility that indi- 
viduals involved in these mortuary rites participated in practices that transcended 
the local sphere. 

A unique burial of this kind at the Honduran site of Los Naranjos (Baudez 
and Becquelin 1973: 49, 91-93), added to a monumental-scale mound in a 
second construction phase, featured a costumed individual unaccompanied by 
pottery vessels, otherwise consistent inclusions in elaborate Pre-Classic Hon- 
duran burials. On the summit of the platform a single individual was buried 
wearing a jade collar and double-strand belt, with two enormous earflares placed 
above the head, perhaps as part of a largely perishable headdress. This costume 
is comparable to examples from Chalcatzingo and La Venta (Merry de Morales 
1987; Joyce n.d.a) that combine a double-strand greenstone belt and wide 
earflares. 

The primary burial at Los Naranjos was accompanied by three other sets of 
human skeletal elements, one composed of two crania, all placed at the base of 
the platform along with a greenstone celt and red pigment. The use of green- 
stone celts and red pigment is also a feature of costumed burials in public 
architectural contexts at Chalcatzingo and La Venta (Merry de Morales 1987; 
Joyce n.d.a). More generally, the deposits at Los Naranjos resemble a series of 
human skeletal elements and arrangements of celts that mark the center line of 
a contemporary platform at San Isidro, Chiapas (Lowe 1981: 243-252). These 
caches may incorporate human skeletal remains as features of deposits which 


38 


Social Dimensions of Pre-Classic Burials 


mark this as a ritual space, rather than commemorating the individual from 
whom they were derived. In this respect, they recall Cynthia Robin and Norman 
Hammond’s (1991) characterization of some individuals in Pre-Classic mass 
burials at Cuello as human grave goods (see also Hammond, this volume), 
signaling a marked differentiation of such individuals from the individuals for 
whose burial rites their bodies were appropriated. 

The Los Naranjos burial reflects practices distributed widely across 
Mesoamerica. The formalization of costume and abstraction of the burial from 
a shared location within the residential compound is correlated with the ab- 
sence of pottery vessels, signifiers of sociality. In similar contexts at Chalcatzingo 
and La Venta, standardized sets of pottery were included. David Grove and 
Susan Gillespie (1992) describe the pairs of small jugs and bowls present in 
both of the costumed burials in Chalcatzingo PC-4 and in two burials in the 
elite household, PC-1, and compare them to others at La Venta. The standard- 
ization of this inclusion across these two sites and within Chalcatzingo across 
different burial locations is probably indicative of ritual practices shared by the 
elite members of Chalcatzingo society and the elite of La Venta, and marks 
these individuals as different from others interred locally and participants in a 
practice transcending the local sphere. 

The use of earspools and bead belts is characteristic of burials at La Venta, 
Chalcatzingo, and Los Naranjos, and suggests the possibility that these costume 
elements were interregionally recognized status badges. They would simulta- 
neously mark the distinction of those wearing the costume from local people 
not entitled to use these ornaments and the affiliation of those individuals with 
a wider network of people. As John Clark and Michael Blake (1994: 19) put it, 
“Effective competition at the community level requires aggrandizers to traffic 
outside their home communities and establish significant ties to individuals 
elsewhere, preferably other aggrandizers who also seek outside contacts.” Based 
on an analysis of costume and objects included in burials at LaVenta and com- 
parison with depictions of individuals in Pre-Classic art, I have suggested that 
costumes including bead belts and earspools with pendants were worn by elite 
males (Joyce n.d.a), the category of persons that Clark and Blake (1994: 30) 
suggest would have tended to monopolize the aggrandizer positions. But while 
agerandizers’ efforts are personal, in house societies they reflect prestige on 
other members of the residential group on whose efforts they rely. At 
Chalcatzingo and La Venta, the same privileged burial location was shared by 
other individuals lacking interregionally constant badges. I have argued that 
some of these individuals may be female members of the elite, sharing the 
distinction of greenstone costume and the large-scale mortuary ritual that in- 


39 


Rosemary A. Joyce 


terment in mound architecture implies (Joyce n.d.a). Juveniles of prestigious 
houses might also be accorded distinguished burial, particularly insofar as they 
represent the human embodiment of alliances through which competitive houses 
expand their influence and resources (compare Annette Weiner’s description of 
the gifts of shell ornaments that men involved in kula gave to their children; 
1976: 129, 180-181). 

Children were among the subjects of distinctive practices of burial costum- 
ing identified in an analysis of more than 70 burials from Chiapa de Corzo 
from both mound and nonmound locations (Clark n.d.). More than half of the 
burials were from a cemetery. All adults, except those that may be human burial 
goods, were accompanied by objects including pottery vessels and costume 
ornaments. John Clark defined strata of burials distinguished by elaborate cos- 
tume and sumptuary goods, and demonstrated the presence of two sets of cos- 
tume elements restricted to individuals buried in very different locations within 
the site. In burials placed in mound summits, sometimes including sacrificial 
victims, individuals wore jade earspools, jade and shell bead necklaces, some 
with marine shell pectorals, and bracelets, and what are described as greenstone 
breechcloths, perhaps a variant of the bead belt. Both adults and children shared 
in this pattern, although children wore incomplete versions of the costume. 
The presence of shell pectorals distinguished the individuals buried on princi- 
pal mound summits from all others. Clark relates the individuals with this burial 
pattern to others from nonmound locations who shared the quantity of elabo- 
rate pottery vessels and had bead ornaments with less diverse material but lacked 
jade earspools. 

A contrasting group of burials, never placed in mounds, wore distinctive 
greenstone tube ear ornaments, some with shell pendants, and carved shell 
pectoral ornaments with specific distinctive imagery. Within this group, varia- 
tion was noted between individuals with complete costume and others with 
just one major ornament. All the juveniles of this group, buried in the cemetery, 
were without the large shell or jade earplugs or pectoral ornaments, but had at 
least one jade bead and numerous shell beads. In contrast to the mound burials, 
these individuals sometimes had utilitarian objects in their graves, including 
stamps. 

Clark interprets the two sets of costume ornaments (which are only sche- 
matically summarized here) as badges of a political elite (with access to burial 
in mounds) and religious specialists (buried elsewhere). Both groups were marked 
by standardized costumes. Juveniles of each group have incomplete costumes, 
and Clark suggests that the full costume was a prerogative gained through matu- 
ration to adult status. Features of the costumes of the political elite buried in 
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mounds follow some of the standards seen at La Venta, Chalcatzingo, and Los 
Naranjos, while the shell ear pendants of the possible ritual specialists are spe- 
cific to the region of Chiapa de Corzo.The association of costume with aspects 
of personal identity, in this case age, is preserved even as costuming practices are 
standardized to differentiate corporate groups within the site and link one group 
to elites elsewhere in Mesoamerica. Differences in the scale of burial facility 
correlate with apparent participation in widespread networks and with perhaps 
the most powerful expression of social difference that can be employed, the use 
of the bodies of others to enhance mortuary rites. 


CONCLUSIONS 


In Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, residential compound burials preserve the out- 
lines of the creation of personal identity and personal power within the context 
of group-specific mortuary ritual. Mound burials embody personal identity 
completely abstracted from the residential group context and its social claims. 
Along with the movement from burial within residential compounds to burial 
in the larger architectural settings that create public space in Pre-Classic sites, 
there is a standardization of costume and, in some sites, restriction of the use of 
costume ornaments to certain burial sites. Where costume was used within the 
residential setting, perhaps as a medium to compete for influence by increasing 
attractiveness, unique costumes were composed from the shared forms and 
materials of ornaments specific to each society. In contrast, individuals buried 
in prominent nonresidential locations wear costumes that are standardized within 
communities and even in some cases between communities. 

Burial practices within residential compounds provide the ground against 
which nonresidential burial practices were distinguished. Some of the distinc- 
tions in costume that become standardized, particularly the use of earspools 
and bead belts, may have already been in place within residential groups at sites 
like Tlatilco. At Tlatilco, we may see in distinctive burial practices that singled 
out certain households the competitive processes through which houses sought 
and gained lasting advantages that allowed their descendants to claim differen- 
tial status. These practices include the consumption of rare or elaborated mate- 
rials in mortuary rituals that would have displayed, to members of allied houses, 
the wealth of the house and its members and their confidence in their ability to 
replace the goods consigned to the earth. In ethnographic house societies, house 
treasures and wealth serve to seal alliances that provide the promise of labor 
necessary to ensure production sufficient to support the house and allow it to 
expand its influence. The alliances contracted, often through marriage, are 
regularly reinforced throughout life by exchanges, reciprocal feasting, and shared 
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ritual. In death, the alliances are not dissolved. Rather, the bonds established are 
reformulated through the dead individual who becomes a permanent link, an 
ancestor. 

The creation of unprecedented forms of social relations characterizes the 
Pre-Classic. Materially, some of the obvious features associated with these new 
developments include architecture of extraordinary scale, elaboration of craft 
items used in display, and pan-regional use of certain materials, symbols, and 
practices, all drawn into play in burial. Differential use of these materials comes 
to characterize the elite, but explanations of their Pre-Classic development 
cannot assume the preexistence of a privileged group. Rather, these features 
must be viewed as “used or reinvested in forging social alliances,’ as Kenneth 
Hirth has argued for Pre-Classic exchange: “Archaeologists must discard the 
notion that the circulation of primitive valuables through interregional ex- 
change networks was stimulated by a desire to obtain status markers .. . and 
begin to examine the more specific ways in which primitive valuables are used 
in the formation of social hierarchy” (Hirth 1992: 23).The very elaboration of 
Pre-Classic burials, the scale of goods consumed even within villages with rela- 
tively modest populations and low levels of status difterentiation, such as Tlatilco 
and Playa de los Muertos, strongly suggest that mortuary ritual was one of the 
arenas through which status was manipulated, concepts of value formed, and 
avenues opened for the assertion of legitimate individual distinction in Pre- 
Classic Mesoamerica. 
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Masses, like individuals, invariably possess elusive traits that no one has 
seen, that slip though one’s fingers—to note them, study them, read, 
observe, make conjectures, to dedicate one’s entire being to their study, 
to offer the result to humanity as a healthy dish which it has never 
before tasted, that is the task—the joy of joys! 


Modest Mussorgsky, letter to Vladimir Stassov, 1872 


ECENT INVESTIGATIONS AT NakBg, El Mirador,Tikal, Lamanai, Cerros, 
R« other Late Pre-Classic sites of the central and eastern Maya Low- 

lands have documented the emergence of a complex society in the 
latter part of the first millennium B.c. manifested in large-scale architecture, 
elaborate architectural sculpture, and an iconography that suggests a coherent 
controlling ideology. The cultural tradition thus established continues unbro- 
ken for nearly fifteen hundred years, but the development from early farming 
communities into such proto-urban centers needs further study. As a contribu- 
tion to this, I here outline briefly some of the evidence for Pre-Classic Maya 
ceremonial behavior that we have encountered at the small site of Cuello in 
northern Belize, a community that was probably never of great importance in 
the Maya world of its day. Cuello has, however, yielded useful evidence on the 
technology and economy of the Middle and Late Pre-Classic periods, includ- 
ing the identification of manioc and other root crops and the systematic ex- 
ploitation of dogs for food, and also of funerary and offertory behavior within 
a slowly aggrandizing architectural matrix which documents the gradual estab- 
lishment of a local elite. 
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CUELLO 


The site includes a minor ceremonial precinct of two plazas, each with a 
pyramid ca. 9 m high and a number of long “range” structures, around and 
south of which is a zone of dispersed settlement covering about 1.6 sq km 
(Hammond 1991: fig. 2.2). The site as mapped by 1980 comprised some two 
hundred platforms and structures; the discovery of ground-level dwellings de- 
tectable only by excavation led Wilk and Wilhite (1991) to suggest a population 
of 300-400 in the early Middle Pre-Classic prior to 600 B.c., rising to 2,200— 
2,600 in the Late Pre-Classic and a peak of 3,400 in the Early Classic period 
ending ca. A.D. 600. 

Further mapping in 1992 added another 52 structures, with density dimin- 
ishing toward the natural boundary enforced by low-lying terrain to the south; 
although any postulated higher population requires testing by excavation, an 
increase of 25 percent over the published estimates would not be unreasonable, 
to around 500 in the early Middle Pre-Classic and perhaps 3,000 in the Late 
Pre-Classic; the land to the east remains in dense tropical growth, however, and 
has not been mapped. The Classic period ceremonial precinct of A.p. 250-900 
lies close to the northern limit of settlement, but Platform 34 some 300 m to 
the south, the apparent core of the Pre-Classic community, can now be seen as 
centrally located rather than toward the southern end of the community. 


Excavations and Chronology 


All major excavations so far have been into Platform 34, a broad raised area 
ca. 80 by 70 m supporting a small pyramid (Str. 35) at the western end; those of 
1975-87 are summarized in Hammond (1991), of 1990-93 in Hammond, Clarke, 
and Robin (1991), Hammond, Clarke, and Estrada Belli (1992), and Hammond, 
Clarke, and Donaghey (1995) respectively. Test excavations in Platform 34 in 
1975 were followed by excavation of 50 sq m to bedrock in 1976 and by 
further investigations in 1978-80 during which the area was enlarged to in- 
clude some 3,000 sq m of Late Formative deposits. Within this a “Main Trench” 
of 300 sq m was dug to either the buried palaeosol or bedrock beneath it. 
Completion of this area and of an additional trench at the south end of Plat- 
form 34 in 1993 has given a cross section of the Pre-Classic deposits at Cuello 
some 47 m long and 4 m deep. 

The ceramic chronology begins with the Swasey complex, which is fol- 
lowed by the Bladen, both within the Swasey ceramic sphere (Kosakowsky 
1987; Hammond 1991: figs. 1.2, 3.26-3.33). The Bladen complex and the co- 
eval Bolay complex at neighboring Colha have links with the Xe sphere of the 
Pasion basin, with the Eb complex at Tikal, and more distantly with the Xox 
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complex of the Salama Valley in Baja Verapaz (Sharer and Sedat 1987). These 
suggest a span of ca. 900-650 B.c. for Bladen and a date of perhaps 1200-900 
B.c. for Swasey (Andrews and Hammond 1990; Housley, Hammond, and Law 
1991; Law et al. 1991). The sequence continues after 650 B.c. with the Late 
Middle Pre-Classic Lopez Mamom and Late Pre-Classic Cocos Chicanel com- 
plexes, full members of their respective ceramic spheres, with a Mamom- 
Chicanel transition generally placed at about 400-300 B.c. (Hammond 1991: 
figs. 1.2, 3.34-3.44). 

I examine first, and briefly, the evidence for Middle Pre-Classic funerary 
practices in the period 1200-400 B.c., then that for the Late Pre-Classic, and 
finally the complementary data on Late Pre-Classic caches and other offerings 
which has resulted from the Cuello research. 


Funerary Practices 


A total of 162 Pre-Classic individuals were excavated at Cuello, 27 dating to 
the Swasey and Bladen phases, 1200-650 B.c.; 31 to the Lopez Mamom phase, 
650-400 B.c.; and 104 to the Cocos Chicanel phase, 400 B.c.—a.p. 250, com- 
prising the largest present sample of Pre-Classic lowland Maya burials. They 
are examined here in terms of the format of the grave and burial and in terms 
of the social, ritual, and ideological mechanisms that may underlie these pat- 
terns. Robin (1989: app. A) gives a complete catalogue of data, burial plans, and 
illustrations of grave goods for burials excavated through 1987; those found in 
1990 and 1992 are published in summary in Hammond, Clarke, and Robin 
(1991) and Hammond, Clarke, and Estrada Belli (1992) respectively, and will be 
fully published, together with burials excavated in 1993 (Hammond, Clarke, 
and Donaghey 1995), in a supplement to Robin’s monograph. 


MIDDLE PRE-CLASSIC BURIALS 


Early Middle Pre-Classic: Swasey/Bladen Phases, 1200-650 B.c. 


Twenty-seven individuals in 23 graves date to the Early Middle Pre-Classic 
Swasey and Bladen phases, of which five (19 percent: Burials 62, 159+167, 
179+180) are of Swasey date. Seven (26 percent) are definite or probable male 
adults, ten (37 percent) female adults, two teenagers (7 percent), and eight (30 
percent) are children aged six months to ten years. 

Most of the Early Middle Pre-Classic interments were in graves cut into 
house platform floors during initial construction, during use, and at aban- 
donment, indicative of family-type residential burials as Haviland (1985) 
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demonstrated for small Classic period residential groups at Tikal. The earliest 
burials were not associated with plaster-floored houses, but their clustering 
suggests that they may have been dug through the earthen floor of a building 
at ground level. Twenty-two of the twenty-three graves were simple; one grave 
(Burial 116) is a cist containing a child (Hammond 1991: fig. 10.1). 

Extended, flexed, seated, and disarticulated skeletal positions occur, with ex- 
tended supine burial (nine examples) most common.The earliest Swasey buri- 
als (62, 179+180) are extended or slightly flexed, while slightly later Swasey 
interments (159+167) are tightly flexed and the earliest Bladen burials (176- 
178) are unusual in being both flexed and supine, with the knees drawn up to 
the chest. Extended and flexed positions are more common than seated, of 
which there is only one Middle Pre-Classic example at Cuello (Burial 9).There 
is no clear relationship between age and sex or context and skeletal position in 
the sample of Swasey/Bladen individuals. 

The Swasey/Bladen grave good assemblage is among the most diversified 
and least consistent at Cuello, including pottery, a ceramic bird whistle, jade, 
greenstone, and shell jewelry, bone and chert tools, and ground stone.The pres- 
ence of jade and greenstone in the burial assemblage by the end of Bladen, ca. 
650 B.c., indicates the procurement of long-distance trade items for sumptuary 
use from as far as 350 km away in the Guatemalan highlands. 

Only 7 (26 percent) of the 27 Swasey/Bladen interments had no grave goods, 
but ceramic and shell objects were the only offerings frequently deposited. The 
most common occurrence was a medium-to-large-sized bowl inverted over 
the head. Shell objects were slightly more commonly associated with female 
adults (6/10; 60 percent) than male adults (3/7; 43 percent); three juvenile 
burials also contained shell objects, one with some five hundred carefully made 
discoidal shell beads (which, given the presence of shell-working scrap at this 
period, may well have been made at Cuello). 

Jade was associated with one male (14 percent), three females (30 percent), 
and four juveniles (50 percent). Two jade objects, associated with adult female 
burial (114) and child burial (166), are of particular interest. One is a blue jade 
spangle pendant (Hammond 1991: fig. 9.8n), the other a blue jade mirror- 
skeuomorph or “clamshell” pendant (Fig. 1; Hammond, Clarke, and Estrada 
Belli 1992: fig. 5). The geological source for this blue jade is unknown, but, as 
the former piece resembles blue jade spangle pendants from La Venta, it is pos- 
sible that it originated as an artifact in the Gulf Coast/Isthmus of Tehuantepec 
region some 600 km west of Cuello. The latter is similar to jades from 
Chacsinkin, Yucatan, which Andrews (1986) called “Olmec” before recant- 
ing (1987). 
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Fig. 1 Blue jade concave pendant of mirror-skeuomorph form from Cuello Burial 166, late 
Bladen phase, ca. 650 B.c. 


Access to both multiple grave goods and long-distance trade items cut across 
age and sex boundaries. If generalizations on social structure could be based on 
so few individuals, the distribution of grave goods in the Swasey/Bladen phase 
would suggest some social differentiation not based on age or sex. 


Late Middle Pre-Classic: Lopez Mamom Phase, 650-400 B.c. 


Thirty individuals in single graves dated to the Late Middle Pre-Classic Lopez 
Mamom phase, of which 20 (67 percent) were adults (16 males [53 percent], 3 
females [10 percent], and one of unknown sex) and 10 (33 percent) were juveniles. 

By Lopez times the patio floor was less the locus of domestic activity than 
previously. Burial 22, of a male middle-to-old adult, located in the center of the 
patio, may indicate use of the patio area for communal ritual activity in the 
form of ancestor veneration, a practice more common in the Late Pre-Classic 
at Cuello. The subsequent patio floor contained no pits associated with domes- 
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tic use: all domestic activity was relegated to ancillary platforms. Patio floor 
V was cut by one jade cache (F190), though by no burials. 

Twenty-eight (93 percent) of the Lopez phase interments were situated in 
houses or ancillary structures, one in an occupation surface associated with a 
domestic platform, and one, as noted above, was located in the center of the 
patio floor. As in the preceding Swasey/Bladen phases, adults of both sexes 
and juveniles were interred in domestic platforms. The predominant grave type 
(29/30; 97 percent) in the Lopez phase continued to be simple, with one cist 
grave, and there seems to have been a preference for extended positions over 
flexed, with no prevalent orientation. 

Most Lopez burials had pottery vessels, and all those with grave goods had 
some kind of shell ornament: shell beads were associated with males and juve- 
niles, shell bracelets/necklaces were found with males, females, and juveniles, 
and groups of shell beads with males and females. Other grave goods, chert, 
hematite, and jade, were less common. Jade beads were found only with males 
and by the elbows or in combination with shell jewelry. There was greater 
differentiation in Lopez between individuals with and those without grave 
goods than in the Swasey/Bladen sample. Seventy percent of the Lopez phase 
burials had at least three grave goods, and the majority of those with grave 
goods had three to five items. A high number of grave goods was associated 


Fig.2 Bone gorget made from 
human skull, Cuello Burial 160, 
Lopez Mamom phase, ca. 500-450 
B.c. The technique combines 





incision, cut-out, and drilling; the 
drilled pupils of the eyes may have 
held jade beads, since loose 

5 cms specimens of an appropriate size 


were found in the grave. 
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with long-distance trade items; one of the most elaborate, Burial 160, had jade 
beads, carved bone tubes at the waist, and a bone gorget (Fig. 2; Hammond, 
Clarke, and Estrada Belli 1992: fig. 6). 

There are also some distinctive traits correlated with the location of burials: 
Burial 1 lacked the skull, possible evidence of decapitation, or retention for 
veneration; it was interred, with a slab of chert where the head would have 
been, in the western platform, Str. 317. In Str. 352 above it a decapitated adoles- 
cent burial was placed axially, and a juvenile skull burial was placed at the top 
midpoint of the final pyramid, Str. 35, at the beginning of the Early Classic; thus 
only mutilated burials are known from the western platform throughout the 
Pre-Classic and into the Early Classic. All other Middle Pre-Classic platforms 
contained only complete burials, although no great architectural distinctions 
are apparent between the western platforms and those on the other sides of the 
patio. Thus by the end of the Middle Pre-Classic in the fourth century B.c. we 
see variability in burial format suggestive of social differentiation, and of differ- 
ential treatment of some dead compatible with sacrificial and offertory burial 
or with veneration (see McAnany 1995), although the youth of some individu- 
als makes their designation as “ancestors” problematic. 


Late Pre-Classic Burials: Cocos Phase, 400 B.c—A.D. 250 


The largest number of burials, 104 individuals comprising 68 percent of the 
total Cuello sample, date to the Cocos phase (Robin 1989: tables 16-52). The 
large size of the sample and an excavation strategy exploring all Cocos phase 
contexts on Platform 34 suggest that it is representative of the population bur- 
ied on Platform 34 in this period. As Platform 34 was the apparent focus of the 
Late Pre-Classic ceremonial precinct at Cuello, the burial practices were per- 
haps most representative of those of the elite segment of the population. Both 
sexes and all age groups from infancy to old age are represented in the Cocos 
phase sample, but it is clear that the 4.8:1 ratio of men to women does not 
represent a normal population distribution. 


Contexts. Early in Cocos times the Lopez patio group was buried by limestone 
rubble more than a meter deep, in a drastic architectural transformation that 
culminated in the construction of the broad, elevated, open Platform 34 
(Hammond and Gerhardt 1990; Hammond n.d.).A sacrificial mass burial (Mass 
Burial 1: Burials 29-60) of 32 individuals was placed in the center top of the 
rubble fill (Hammond 1991: figs. 10.4-10.5). Two adult males were the first to 
be deposited; in their laps and by their feet lay body bundles of nine male 
adults: the bones must have been at least partly fleshed prior to burial; interpre- 
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tation of any or all of these men as venerated ancestor interments is, to me, less 
plausible than the sacrificial alternative. Around this central group were placed 
21 more individuals, all (with one possible exception) males, from young adult 
to old adult; not all of them were necessarily members of the Cuello commu- 
nity, as the capture of victims for sacrifice cannot be discounted. This holo- 
caust marked the construction of Platform 34 and a change in architectural 
layout from the Middle Pre-Classic patio group to the broad open platform of 
the Late Pre-Classic. 

Successive plaza floors were constructed on Platform 34 in phases VA to 
XIV, and in phase XI ca. a.p. 100 the plain Stela 1 was erected above the locus 
of the mass burial. Another sacrificial mass burial (F128: Mass Burial 2, Burials 
68-79), containing 12 male individuals, was deposited east of Stela 1 (Hammond 
1991: fig. 10.6). Two single primary burials, a double secondary burial, and two 
body bundles, containing eight secondary interments, make up Mass Burial 2. 
In both mass burials two individuals are the first to be placed in position, had 
human body bundles in their laps, and the remainder of the interments were 
located around the central pair. Not only are the central pair the focus of each 
mass burial, but they also possess the most grave goods: such patterning suggests 
that the two individuals were not just the physical focus of the group but also 
its social focus. 

Six other burials seem to have been sacrifices associated with the construc- 
tion of Platform 34: two were decapitated adults, one male and one female (?), 
lying parallel to each other but on opposite orientations, their skulls and man- 
dibles standing upright some little way from their natural position (Hammond 
1991: fig. 10.7).The others included two young children, one decapitated with 
a pot over the stump of the neck (Robin 1989: 382-384). 

On the western side of the plaza in phases VI-XIV stood a succession of 
apparently ceremonial buildings of which the earliest, Str. 352, was a raised 
platform and the later ones stepped pyramids (Strs. 351, 350, 35).An axial burial 
of a decapitated adolescent (Burial 27) was placed in the final phase of Str. 352, 
the first western ceremonial structure. This is the only burial in these western 
structures in the Cocos phase. 

Only the buildings on the north side of the Late Pre-Classic plaza are well 
known: those to the south and east were badly eroded, although a triadic layout 
embracing Str. 352 and its pyramidal successors existed. Burials were placed in 
every Cocos phase residential platform; there were no special funerary struc- 
tures. As in the Middle Pre-Classic, there was opportunistic placement of do- 
mestic burials with continued use of structures, contrasting with the purposeful 
placement of the two mass burials and two ceremonial platform interments. 
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It is clear that strikingly different populations were buried in the public 
plaza area and the residences on the northern edge of the plaza. If one consid- 
ers only definitely sexed individuals, the ratio of males to females is 28:0, while 
that of adults to children is 47:0 in the public plaza area; in residential platforms 
the ratios are 16:10 and 31:11 respectively. Males were selected for public burial, 
implying their importance in public activity (including sacrifice) in the Cocos 
phase. Within the residential sector the ratio of men to women to children 
suggests the same family-type burial grouping seen in the Middle Pre-Classic 
patio residences; juveniles were about one-third of the buried population in 
both northern platforms. 


Burial format. Fifty-three graves (including the two large mass burial graves) 
contained the 104 Cocos phase interments. The predominant grave type (42/ 
53; 80 percent) was still simple, although these included single, double, and 
triple primary and secondary interments, as well as both mass burials. Six cist 
graves and four crypts were found; two of the latter were plaster crypts. More 
elaborate types of graves do not seem to be sex-associated; seven were located 
in residential platforms; no association between grave wealth and grave type is 
apparent. 

The fact that 31 percent (32 individuals) of all Cocos burials were disarticu- 
lated reflects the large number of individuals (24) contained in body bundles in 
the two mass burials; only three examples of completely disarticulated remains 
were found outside the public plaza locus. Otherwise, the seated position was 
the most common articulation (43 percent), while 28 percent of individuals 
were flexed, 17 percent extended, and 12 percent semi-reclining; every cardinal 
and intercardinal orientation was present, with west (25 percent) the most 
common. Within the plaza area, 54 percent of burials (7 individuals) were ori- 
ented west.The correlation between plaza burials and a predominantly western 
or toward-the-pyramid orientation may also signify the importance of these 
burials in public/ceremonial rituals. 


Mortuary assemblage. The Cocos phase mortuary assemblage was the most diver- 
sified in the Pre-Classic phases at Cuello. Types of grave goods found in the 
Cocos phase include pottery vessels (one imported), carved bone tubes, jade, 
greenstone, and shell beads and shell pendants, obsidian blades, a chert tool, two 
metates, and red ocher sticks. Contact with the eastern Maya Highlands is indi- 
cated by an Olocuitla Orange Usulutan tetrapod bowl, dated by Demarest and 
Sharer (1982) to 400 B.c.—a.p. 100, the only imported vessel found at Cuello 
(Hammond 1991: fig. 9.5). 
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In the Middle Pre-Classic the mortuary ceramic assemblage did not differ 
from that used for domestic purposes; in the Late Pre-Classic also the absence 
of specifically mortuary ceramics is noted, although burials often included rather 
large examples of generally used vessel forms (Pyburn and Kosakowsky n.d.), 
unsurprising given their function of covering the body. 

There were a few grave good types unique to mortuary contexts in the 
Cocos phase, including the Usulutan bowl, an amphora-shaped jar (Hammond 
1991: fig. 3.39a), and seven carved bone tubes which could have functioned as 
handles for feather fans or bloodletting implements (Hammond 1991: figs. 8.35— 
8.38). All were found in mass burial assemblages, where the body bundles of 
disarticulated remains might also be considered as “human grave goods.” The 
five tubes with the pop motif, together with the cruder examples from burial 
160, seem to be the earliest firmly provenanced instances of this symbol of 
authority in the Maya Lowlands, and suggest that from the late fifth or early 
fourth century B.c. onward the effective exercise of power was accompanied 
and advertised by an iconography that developed into a greater Classic com- 
plexity. 

Seventy-seven percent (n = 61) of the individual Cocos phase interments 
had grave goods. Sixty-nine percent (n = 55) had at least one ceramic vessel, 
and 23 percent (n = 19) had some type of shell object. The remaining Cocos 
phase grave goods were only occasionally found. Within domestic contexts, 
males (1.05) and females (1.09) had roughly the same mean number of pots per 
individual, and juveniles had a mean 0.73 pots. Males within public/ceremo- 
nial contexts had a higher mean number of pots than either males, females, or 
juveniles buried in other contexts at Cuello. 

Vessel placement includes 64 percent of those thus equipped (n = 35) 
who had at least one vessel, whole or smashed, inverted over their head. 
Another vessel position, not found previously, was common in the Late 
Pre-Classic: 14 individuals (25 percent) had a vessel upright in their lap, 
suggesting its possible use as a food/beverage container. The vessel-in-lap 
position was most commonly found with seated burials, perhaps explaining 
why it was not used until the Late Pre-Classic. The smashing of ceramic 
vessels was a fairly common Cocos phase custom unrestricted by age, sex, 
or context. 

Fourteen of the 17 long-distance trade items were found with sacrificial 
burials. Jade was associated with adult male burials insofar as sex can be speci- 
fied; other greenstone was associated with females and juveniles, suggesting 
that the Maya could distinguish real jade from “social jade” (Hammond et al. 
1977: 61). 
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Though all ages and sexes had access to long-distance trade items, they were 
much more commonly associated with public/ceremonial burials of males. In 
contrast to the Middle Pre-Classic, where access to long-distance trade items 
was associated with high overall total numbers of grave goods, in the Cocos 
phase, long-distance trade items were found with individuals possessing no 
other grave goods, as well as with those possessing many. 

The mean number of grave goods per Cocos phase individual is 1.92: almost 
all the interments fall within two standard deviations of the mean. Only five 
individuals, those with seven or more grave goods, fall beyond this: all five of 
these individuals were sacrificial burials, four from the mass burials. Thus, whether 
the grave goods of these individuals marked individual wealth or the impor- 
tance of the ritual activity in which they played a part is difficult to say, but 
certainly “wealth” in terms of total grave goods was concentrated in public/ 
sacrificial burials in Cocos times. 

In residential burial contexts, 25 percent (eight individuals) had no grave 
goods; the mean number of grave goods was 1.30.The same lack of age/sex 
differentiation in total number of grave goods observed in the Middle Pre- 
Classic continued into the Late Pre-Classic in residential contexts; but indi- 
viduals buried in public contexts had significantly more grave goods than those 
buried in houses. 


Sacrifice 


In the Late Pre-Classic, human sacrifice may be indicated by the number 
and condition of those interred in the mass burials and also by four types of 
disarticulation (n = 14): severed skull, decapitated body, disarticulated complete 
body, and disarticulated leg bones only. Such burials were most common in 
public contexts, but three skull burials, perhaps dedicatory, in the northern 
residential structures indicate that these possibly had a public/ceremonial func- 
tion sometimes as well as a domestic one. 

Individuals packaged into body bundles were unique to the mass burials. 
Robin and Hammond (1991:224) suggest that they lost not only their physical 
identity as individuals but their social identities as well, and can be interpreted 
as “human grave goods.” Although we cannot determine whether mutilation 
was the cause of death or part of postmortem ritual, such secondary burials are 
our best evidence for Pre-Classic Maya human sacrifice, although sometimes 
the context of a primary burial will also indicate it. On the evidence to hand, 
individual sacrifice was practiced from the Early Middle Formative onward, 
persisting throughout the Cuello sequence, while mass sacrifice was introduced at 
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the same time as monumental archtectural construction begins to reflect the 
reality of political power at the beginning of the Late Pre-Classic around 400 b.c. 


Offertory Practices: Caches 


Thirty-one caches of deliberately deposited artifacts were found at Cuello, 
all but one definitely of Late Pre-Classic date; the exception (F190) is likely to 
fall at the very beginning of that period. All pottery vessels included in cache 
offerings are of the Cocos Chicanel ceramic complex, with the majority be- 
longing to Sierra Red and Society Hall Red, the two dominant ceramic types 
of the Late Formative. Most are flaring-side bowls, which when paired are set 
lip-to-lip. 

The caches form three main groups: (1) dedicatory offerings for successive 
plaza floors on top of Platform 34; (2) dedicatory and valedictory offerings for 
successive buildings on the north side of the plaza; and (3) dedicatory offerings 
for successive raising and enlargement of the buildings on the west side of the 
Platform 34 plaza, culminating in the Early Classic pyramid, Str. 35. The main 
exceptions to this are the earliest offering (F190) of phase IVA, set into the 
latest patio floor (V), but possibly at the end of its history and actually linked to 
the infill of the patio and initial raising of Platform 34, with Plaza Floor I as its 
surface; and the dedicatory cache of Stela 1 (F136), coeval with Plaza FloorVII. 
Even the exceptional caches, therefore, seem to be associated with construction 
activity. 


Plaza Floor caches. The Plaza Floor caches are varied in their content, but show 
a certain consistency in the artifacts offered and an increase in the size and 
number of offerings through time. The earliest caches, associated with Plaza 
Floor ILI, consist of a pair of bowls set lip-to-lip (F181) and a concentration of 
deer (Odocoileus virginianus) mandibles with a large tanged chert macroblade 
“dagger” (F140). The next offering (F30; Hammond 1991: fig. 10.12) is also a 
concentration of deer mandibles, with upper molars and cranial fragments sug- 
gesting that entire heads may have been offered, some two-thirds (20/30 MNI) 
of them juveniles, associated with Plaza Floor VI. This part of the animal does 
not carry much meat, so that they are unlikely to be the remnants of a ceremo- 
nial meal; the high proportion of juveniles suggests selection. The significance 
of ritual faunas such as these deer-head offerings has been discussed by Pohl 
(1983). 

Plaza Floor IX has three caches within the area of the Main Trench (F11, 
122, 76/15), and eight others probably associated (F6, 12,28, 47,58, 60, 76,83). 
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F6, the largest cache so far found (Hammond 1991: fig. 10.13), contains 94 
bowls in 47 pairs, organized most often in groups of four pairs on a north- 
south alignment, with a total of 21 jade beads. A north-south orientation pre- 
dominates where a group is linear: this may be facing the entire group toward 
(or away from) the pyramid on the west side of Platform 34. On a larger scale, 
seven of these eleven caches form a north-south line in front of the pyramid 
(Hammond 1991: fig. 10.16). 


North side structure caches. Eight caches were found in the successive subcircular 
and subrectangular buildings on the north side of the plaza, none earlier than 
phase VIII. They included single and paired bowls, three of these enclosing a 
child’s skull. One unusual offering consisted of a spindle-shaped limestone 
hammerstone, a chalcedony flake, and a Colha-type chert tranchet-bit tool. 


Pyramid caches. Five caches lie in the succession of buildings on the west side of 
Platform 34. The earliest (F80; Hammond 1991: fig. 10.17) is associated with 
Str. 352 at the beginning of Cocos (phases VI-VII). It consists of four unworn 
chert macroblade “daggers” and two stingray spines, all bundled together as 
though once wrapped, as well as a worn small dark greenstone ax. All except the 
ax could have been used in bloodletting. It may be significant that Str. 352 is the first 
of the succession of west side buildings to be raised to any marked degree, and 
possibly the first ceremonial rather than residential structure at that locus. 


Stela cache.The Late Pre-Classic Stela 1 at Cuello, with an estimated date of a.p. 100, 
was sealed by Plaza Floor VII; in the pit cut into Plaza FloorVI to receive the stela 
butt, an offering (F136) of three vessels was made, including a trichrome open bow], 
a monochrome red high-necked bowl, and an inverted red bowl with a parrot 
effigy modeled over it (Hammond 1991: figs. 3.43, 10.19). The stela, one of the 
earliest in the Maya Lowlands, and its offering are discussed by Hammond (1982). 


Discussion 


Absent from all these caches are any contents that the vessels might have 
held, apart from three with child skulls and those with jade beads. The provi- 
sion of bloodletting equipment in F80 reminds us that bloody paper could have 
been among these perishable offerings, as well as the foodstuffs often suggested. 
The parity of content between dedicatory offerings in the west side buildings, 
which are in form ceremonial, and those on the north side, suggests that 
the latter also might have had a ritual function, even though they were clearly 
lived in. 
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The mass of plaza floor caches shows that reflooring Platform 34 was not 
just a practical affair, but one accompanied by ceremony and offerings. While 
F6 with its 94 vessels is among the larger Maya caches known, the vessels them- 
selves and their imperishable contents were, like the grave goods found with 
the burials, modest in kind. The only vessels that might be seen as made for 
offertory purposes, being distinct from those found in middens, were those in 
the cache below Stela 1. Of the few nonceramic offerings, the most unusual are 
the two collocations of deer mandibles (F30, F140). 

The number of caches is low early in the Late Pre-Classic (one to three per 
phase up to phase X, perhaps four in phase VII), rising to a maximum of eight 
in phase XI.This increase in offertory activity coincides with the construction 
of the first pyramid on the west side of the plaza, with the alignment of Strs. 
304-305 on a common front (perhaps forming a triadic group with the pyra- 
mid and the south side structures), and with the erection of Stela 1 and then the 
construction of Str. 302 in the plaza center. The coincidence of stela erection 
with Mass Burial 2 and the high number of caches suggest that a significant 
increase in the ritual status of the plaza took place around a.p. 100, and was 
maintained through subsequent periods of use. 


SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS OF PRE-CLASSIC BURIAL PRACTICES AT CUELLO 


Throughout the Pre-Classic the inclusion of individuals of both sexes and juve- 
niles in domestic platforms illustrates the family nature of these burials. Domestic 
burials show no age/sex differentiation of grave “wealth” in terms of type and 
number of grave goods or their absence. The association of juveniles with as many 
grave goods as adults could indicate hereditary wealth, or, equally likely, grave goods 
were personal equipment that did not function as “wealth.” The presence of cra- 
nial deformation or dental mutilation is not correlated with burial locus or 
content: it might denote social role, but it does not appear to mark social rank. 

Throughout the initial construction, use, reflooring, remodeling, and even- 
tual abandonment or destruction of a building, burials were incorporated into 
its structural fills and floors, indicating opportunistic sepulture in residential 
contexts; continued occupation seems to have been the norm, although tem- 
porary abandonment is probably archaeologically undetectable. Though some 
Pre-Classic structures at Cuello lacked burials, none lay completely within the 
excavation, and unexcavated portions of these structures could hold interments. 
Although some of the northern buildings have a high density of burials, there is 
no evidence that they were mausolea; those burials at Cuello not in house 
platforms seem to have been dedicatory to ceremonial buildings. 
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Mortuary assemblages were fairly consistent throughout the sequence, in- 
ternally and in relation to refuse assemblages (Pyburn and Kosakowsky n.d.); 
although some pottery types are known only from burials, there is no indica- 
tion that they were made only for sepulture, and where there was apparent 
selection, as for especially large dishes and bowls in some Cocos burials, there 
was also a clear practical function of protecting the corpse. Throughout the 
Pre-Classic at Cuello, ceramic vessels and shell objects, predominantly beads, 
were the most common grave goods. Jade was used from the end of the Bladen 
phase, and although obsidian occurred in refuse contexts at Cuello from Bladen 
onward, it was not part of the mortuary assemblage until the Cocos phase. 
Chert tools were found throughout the Pre-Classic, bone tools only in Bladen 
burials, ground stone in both the Bladen and Cocos mortuary assemblages, and 
red ochre in Lopez and Cocos. The low frequency of many objects, rather than 
true chronological differentiation, probably causes this apparent association with 
certain time periods. 

Throughout the Middle Pre-Classic, males, females, and juveniles were com- 
parably furnished; in the Late Pre-Classic, residential burials continued to be so, 
but by this time the focus of elaborate burial activity had changed from the 
domestic/individual locus to the public/communal one. Males predominated 
there, especially in the two mass burials, with far “wealthier” grave assemblages 
containing more exotic and unique items than residential burials. Whether this 
“wealth” represented individual lifetime possessions or the importance of the 
public burial rite is uncertain. The nonrandom patterning of grave goods in the 
mass burials suggests that the two central individuals in both mass burials were 
elaborately interred not just as the foci of these mortuary rites, but also possibly 
as members of a perceived elite, either that of Cuello or that of the community 
from which the burial participants were drawn. If the former, the inclusion of 
the bone tubes with the pop motif suggests veneration of a ruling lineage; in 
either case, differentiation of nobility in death as in life. Such indications of 
developing social complexity accord with what is becoming known from other 
Pre-Classic Maya sites, including K’axob, Colha, and Cerros in northern Belize 
and several much larger sites in Peten including El Mirador and now Nakbe. 

Hansen (1992: 184) suggests that the development of Pre-Classic Maya reli- 
gion followed a Durkheimian model, itself based on Greek and Roman evi- 
dence, whereby ancestor worship became established initially with individual 
family lineages. Then, as the population grew, cults arose which transcended 
lineage worship and created a broader religious solidarity which underwrote 
and legitimized the status and actions of a ruling elite. This manifested itself in 
the enormous social investment in ritual architecture seen early in the Late 
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Pre-Classic at Nakbe and then El Mirador, Guiro, and Tintal and more distant 
centers such as Calakmul, Uaxactun, Tikal, Lamanai, and Cerros. The huge 
sculptures adorning these buildings were of deities, not kings—focus on the 
ruler as a link between the mundane and supernal worlds came several centu- 
ries later. The burial evidence from Cuello suggests that this latter process be- 
gan with ancestor veneration from around 600 B.c., with recognition of rulership 
status by 400 B.c. and iconographic representation of rulers elsewhere occur- 
ring in the mid-Late Pre-Classic, initially on small objects such as jades but by 
the second century A.D. on public monuments also. 


CONCLUSION 


Both offerings and burials at Cuello document a Pre-Classic community 
developing a ritual life over a period of nearly fifteen hundred years. While 
there are few hints of stratification in Middle Pre-Classic society, there is some 
disparity in grave goods which is not clearly age-linked: ascribed status may 
well have existed before 700 B.c. By 400 B.c., even though the burials still 
exhibit a high degree of social homogeneity, Mass Burial 1 and the architec- 
tural transformation of Platform 34 indicate the existence and use of political 
power and its iconographic expression in the carved bones with their pop mo- 
tifs. After this date we see the occurrence of public offerings, the beginnings of 
the elite culture that was to culminate in the Classic period. The cultural se- 
quence at Cuello, the longest continuous Pre-Classic development so far docu- 
mented in the Maya Area, is distinctively Maya; yet it is also clearly Mesoamerican 
in all its essentials and reminds us that, although the Maya evolved their own 
civilization from deep roots, it was never isolated from the larger world of 
Mesoamerica. 
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NCIENT RITUAL IS A FASCINATING topic, but unfortunately one in which 
Aen" tends to outstrip solid archaeological data. Archaeologists 

can attempt to reconstruct ancient rituals only under certain condi- 
tions. Unless they are able to open broad horizontal exposures, locate a wide 
range of units (caches, features, burials, dooryards, patios, house floors, and pub- 
lic buildings), excavate such units in their entirety, and piece-plot all artifacts in 
situ, they have to be very lucky to find evidence for ritual. In Oaxaca we have 
been able to isolate such units in the ground and to subject the data to a wide 
range of analyses. Even so, I cannot accomplish as much as the editors of this 


volume would like. 


EARLY VILLAGERS IN THE VALLEY OF OAXACA 


After thousands of years of a seminomadic lifeway involving hunting, wild 
plant collecting, and incipient agriculture, the ancient Zapotec of the Valley of 
Oaxaca finally settled down, establishing themselves in hamlets on the valley 
floor (Fig. 1). 

The oldest known sedentary community, San José Mogote, was founded 
between 1700 and 1400 B.c. by farmers using pottery and artifacts that define 
our Espiridi6n complex (Marcus 1983a: 42-43; Flannery and Marcus 1994: 
45-54). This complex is known from one house at the village, and our only 
Espiridion “ritual” artifact is a miniature ceramic mask of a feline. Apart from 
suggesting the antiquity of masks and feline motifs in the Mesoamerican high- 
lands, it tells us little. 

Villagers of this period planted maize, squash, pumpkins, beans, chile pep- 
pers, and avocados, and continued to collect wild plants such as maguey, prickly 
pear, West Indian cherry, and hackberry. They also hunted deer, rabbits, peccary, 
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Fig. 1 The Valley of Oaxaca, Mexico, showing Early Formative sites mentioned in the text. 
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gophers, opossum, raccoons, mud turtles, quail, and doves, and raised do- 
mestic dogs for food. 

A window into ancient society opens during the Tierras Largas phase, 1400— 
1150 B.c. During this phase the valley’s population grew to an estimated 400 to 
600 persons. They lived in 19 hamlets of 1-3 ha each and in one 7 ha village, 
San José Mogote. Our evidence suggests that this was a time when society was 
egalitarian and villages were autonomous. It is during the Tierras Largas phase 
that we can first detect differences between men’s and women’s ritual. 


Building Types 


Based on linguistic terms used by the ancient Zapotec to classify their build- 
ings, we might expect to find three different types of structures for the Forma- 
tive period. The terms for all three structures begin with the word for house, 
yoho (Cordova 1942).The simplest structure was the lean-to or ramada (yoho 
yaha or yoho yaa); more permanent was the thatched hut (yoho quixi or yoho 
coba); and the most permanent was the lineage or descent group’s structure 
(yoho tija). 

Of these three types of structures, the house was the most frequently en- 
countered in the early villages of the Valley of Oaxaca. By 1350 B.c. early vil- 
lages included houses that were 3-4 m wide and 5-6 m long, with walls of 
wattle-and-daub, pine posts that supported a thatched roof, and a clay floor 
with a surface of sand. These houses were probably equivalent to the yoho quixi 
or yoho coba. The door was usually on one of the long sides, and some houses 
had a stone threshold (toayoho; from toa, threshold, and yoho, house). Other 
stones were occasionally used in the foundations of the wattle-and-daub walls. 
In some houses we recovered silica exoskeletons of reed mats that had been 
placed on the house floors. 

Men’s ritual appears to have been conducted at small public buildings which 
look like forerunners of the yoho tiya, or “lineage house,’ of the later Zapotec. 
These small public buildings were probably analogous to Men’s Houses in so- 
cieties like those of Melanesia, and they contained no evidence of women’s 
activities or tools. It appears that women’s ritual was practiced in and near the 
home, the yoho of later Zapotec society. 

This pattern—men’s ritual being conducted in the “lineage house” and 
women’s ritual being practiced in the house—continued into the San José phase, 
1150-850 B.c. By that time the population of the valley had grown to an esti- 
mated 2,000 persons, living in 40 hamlets of 1-5 ha and in one village of 60-70 
ha (San José Mogote). During the course of the San José phase, the construc- 
tion of public buildings and the use of ritual paraphernalia escalated. 
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Both men’s and women’s ritual involved ancestors, but there were differ- 
ences. Women seem to have been more concerned with recent ancestors, espe- 
cially female ancestors. Men were more concerned with the spirits of remote 
ancestors, including those of supernatural apical ancestors. Women’s ritual in- 
volved divining and the manipulation of figurines. Men’s ritual involved blood- 
letting, dancing in costumes, and the use of ritual plants such as tobacco and 
jimson weed (Datura spp.). 

By the end of the San José phase, it becomes increasingly difficult to recog- 
nize differences between men’s and women’s ritual because the emergence of 
hereditary differences in rank gradually began to flood the symbolic system 
with information on status differences. The differences between men’s and 
women’s ritual activities thus became masked by an increase in information 
about the differences between high- and low-status families. It is also the case 
that smaller communities began to lose their autonomy as they became satel- 
lites of larger villages. These larger communities eventually monopolized a great 
deal of the ritual activity formerly carried out by individual families. This ap- 
propriation of ritual by large regional centers ultimately impoverished the ritual 
inventories of hamlets. 


A FRAMEWORK FOR STUDYING RITUAL 


In this chapter I will build on three principles expressed years ago in The 
Early Mesoamerican Village: (1) although we cannot directly observe Formative 
rituals, we can recover the places where they were performed; (2) ritual must be 
performed over and over, in prescribed ways, to be valid; and (3) such repetitive 
performances lead to patterning of ritual artifact discard (Flannery 1976).1I will 
further divide ritual into three main components: (I) its content, (II) its loci of 
performance, and (III) its performers. 

I. Content refers to the subject matter of the ritual. Among the ethnohistoric 
Zapotec, the content of many rituals involved invoking the spirits of deceased 
ancestors and addressing pée (the vital force) within powerful components of 
the cosmos, such as Earth and Sky. Earth was frequently addressed in its active 
form, Xoo or Earthquake. Sky was frequently addressed in its belligerent form, 
Cociyo or Lightning. It is no accident that Earth and Sky became two of the 
earliest symbols depicted on Oaxaca pottery: Earth/Earthquake versus Sky/ 
Lightning (Marcus 1989: 169-174). 

II. Locus of performance refers to the place where rites were performed. The 
house, the graveside, the agricultural field, the mountaintop, and the public 
building were among the loci used by the ancient Zapotec. For example, 
sixteenth-century Zapotec farmers made offerings and sacrifices in their fields 
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(tiquillaya quela), particularly on the occasion of the harvest (fotinijea) or when 
petitioning to Lightning, requesting that he pierce the clouds to send rain to 
earth (peni quij cocijo). 

Among the neighbors of the Zapotec (such as the present-day Mixe of Ayutla), 
offerings are still made to Lightning to secure rain and good crops (Beals 1945, 
1973: 92; Lipp 1991). A turkey is killed in the middle of the field just before 
planting; a round hole is excavated; tortillas and tamales are placed in the hole. 
Then the blood of the turkey is sprinkled over the tortillas and tamales, and the 
hole is covered up. A preplanting ceremony conducted at Mixistlan involves 
burying young dogs, eggs, the blood of chickens, lime, and ashes. At Ayutla, 
turkey sacrifices and offerings are made in a cave above the town at different 
times—when the corn tassel first appears, when the first ears are formed, or if 
an animal is damaging the fields (Beals 1973: 93). 

Villagers in Santo Domingo Albarradas, near Mitla, characterize some of 
their rites as designed “to feed the earth.” Thus, during times of drought, four 
turkeys (two male, two female) are killed so that their blood can soak into the 
earth (Parsons 1936: 216).This act is part of a pattern among the Zapotec and 
Mixe, who say they make offerings and sacrifices at planting time “to honor the 
earth” and “to feed the earth.” 

Because we have not excavated in agricultural fields or on mountaintops in 
Oaxaca, we have not found such ritual loci. In addition, such rituals might leave 
few remains because their key elements are perishable. We have, however, re- 
covered ritual data from houses, gravesides, and public buildings. 

ILI. The performers of ritual among the ethnohistoric Zapotec were priests, 
rulers, and ordinary men and women. During the earliest stages of the Forma- 
tive, of course, there were no priests or rulers; thus ordinary men and women 
were the performers of all rituals. During the later stages of the Formative, an 
elite emerged and (as already mentioned) appropriated many ritual activities 
formerly conducted by ordinary men and women. 


MEN’S RITUAL 


One of the loci for ritual during the Tierras Largas and early San José phases was 
a one-room public building, too small to hold all the members of the community 
(Fig. 2). These structures were probably used by a subset of the villagers—fully 
initiated males—who met periodically to petition their ancestors for aid in agricul- 
tural production, community events, and perhaps even intervillage raiding. 

These early structures, of which we have found about ten, never contain 
domestic artifacts, figurines, or any tools one might associate with women. 
They do contain sharp obsidian flakes that could have been used for autosacrifice, 
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Fig. 2 Example of a Men’s House (Structure 6) at San José Mogote. 
Drawing by David Reynolds. 


and they have lime-filled pits that may be associated with the use of narcotic plants. 

These Men’s Houses, some with radiocarbon dates as early as 1350 B.c., 
differed from ordinary residences in a number of ways. First, they were all 
oriented 8 degrees west of true north, an orientation shared by later public 
buildings in Oaxaca and other regions of Mesoamerica but not by ordinary 
houses. It is worth mentioning that these buildings provide our first evidence 
for such an orientation anywhere in Mesoamerica, antedating buildings of similar 
orientation at La Venta by more than half a millennium (Marcus 1989: 163). 
Thus our old notion of ritual influence emanating from the Gulf Coast was 
premature; both the Valley of Oaxaca and the Pacific Coast of Chiapas seem to 
have had public architecture at a time when none is known from the Gulf, and the 
8 degree orientation was clearly established in the highlands long before we have 
any evidence for it in Veracruz or Tabasco (Flannery and Marcus 1994: 385-394). 

The Tierras Largas phase Men’s Houses contained two to three times as 
many posts as ordinary houses and were given a coat of lime plaster inside and out. 
The floor was also surfaced with lime plaster, in contrast to the floors of ordinary 
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houses which were of stamped clay covered with a layer of sand. Several of the 
Men’s Houses had a centrally placed, lime-plastered storage pit built into the floor, 
a feature not encountered in ordinary residences. These pits were filled with pow- 
dered lime, possibly stored for later use with ritual plants such as quéeza (tobacco) or 
nocuanacohui (Datura) or perhaps even for rituals of purification—the Zapotec 
employ the same word (tedaya) for“to purify” and “to whiten with lime” (Marcus 
and Flannery 1978; Marcus 1989: figs. 8.5 and 8.6 top). 

Another place for men’s ritual was at graveside. Toward the end of the Tierras 
Largas phase we see our first examples of seated burials, all middle-aged males 
(Fig. 3). Given the importance of seated burials in later Mesoamerican societies, 
we suspect that these are the burials of senior men who had earned a measure 
of respect in Tierras Largas society. The seated burials are so tightly flexed as to 
suggest that each was kept as a bundle (Fig. 4). No women were treated in this 
way, and the majority of male burials were in the extended position (Fig. 5). 

During the subsequent San José phase, differential treatment of men be- 
comes more striking. At this time we see the first depictions of Sky/Lightning 
and Earth/Earthquake carved or incised on the ceramics of the region (Figs. 
6-8; see also Flannery and Marcus 1994: 135-286). When such vessels were 
placed with burials of individuals old enough to have their gender identified, 
they occur only with men. Vessels with Lightning or Earthquake motifs are also 
found with infants too young to have their gender determined; we assume that 
these are males, since other infants were buried with miniature versions of the 
pottery typically found with adult women. 
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Fig. 3 A man over age 40, buried 
in the seated position, near a 
Men’s House at San José Mogote 





(Tierras Largas phase). 
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Fig. 4 A man 30-40 years old, buried 
tightly flexed at Tomaltepec in the 
Valley of Oaxaca. He was accompanied 
by two secondary burials and a bowl 
with Sky/Lightning iconography (San 
José phase). 
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Fig.5 A woman over 50 years of age 
with an artificially deformed skull at Ar 
San José Mogote, buried fully extended, yt 


prone, with a jade bead in her mouth de 
(San José phase). tO 


Thus motifs of Lightning and Earth seem to have been associated with 
males from birth, but they were also associated with different residential wards 
at San José Mogote. Sky/Lightning was associated with Areas A and C, while 
Earth/Earthquake was associated with Area B (Marcus 1989: table 8.1; Flannery 
and Marcus 1994: chaps. 14, 16). Hamlets of 1-3 ha were evidently too small to 
contain members of both descent groups; at such communities only one of 
the motifs was used. 

In Oaxaca, Earth can be depicted as a mask with a feline mouth and a cleft 
skull, representing a fissure in the earth left by Earthquake; abstract versions are 
also known (Fig. 6a). Earth is less frequently depicted as a crocodile foot (Fig. 
7a). Sky is depicted as Lightning, a “serpent of fire” whose eyebrows are flames 
(Fig. 8b—e). In the more stylized versions, the face of the serpent is indicated by 
excised bars, the flame brows by incised sine curves, and his gums by inverted 
U’s (Fig. 8b—-c). More complete inventories of these motifs can be found in 
Flannery and Marcus (1994: chap. 12). 
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Fig.6 Depictions of “Earth” and the “Four World Directions”: (a) cleft-and-bracket 
version of Earth from Oaxaca vessel (after Flannery and Marcus 1994: 175); (b) cleft-and- 
gum/”shark” motif from Copan vessel (after Fash 1991: fig. 33); (¢) cleft, tab, and four 
world directions from vessel at San José Mogote (after Marcus 1989: fig. 8.15); (d) were- 
jaguar, cleft, and Four World Directions from Tlatilco vessel (after Niederberger 1987: fig. 
439); (e) were-jaguar, cleft, and Four World Direction motif on figurine (after Covarrubias 


1957: fig. 32). 
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Fig. 7 Depictions of Earth as crocodile’s foot: (a) impression of roller stamp from San José 
Mogote (after Flannery and Marcus 1994: 295); (b-c) vessels from South Platform, Copan 
(after Fash 1991: fig. 33); (d) ceramic vessel, provenience unknown (after Covarrubias 1957: 
78); (e) crocodile skin worn by seated male figurine from Atlihuayan, Morelos (after 
Covarrubias 1957: fig. 21). 
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Fig. 8 Depictions of Sky/Lightning on pottery vessels: (a) from North Platform, Copan 
(after Fash 1991: fig. 33); (b-e) eyebrow flames, raspada bars, and gums of Lightning from 
Oaxaca (after Flannery and Marcus 1994: 141, 181). 
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The Earth/Sky Dichotomy in Other Regions 


Oaxaca was not the only area of Mesoamerica where early descent groups 
show this dichotomy between the descendants of Earth and Sky. At Copan, 
Honduras—far to the south of Oaxaca—burials of the Uir phase (900-400 
B.C.) show an analogous dichotomy (see also Joyce, this volume). 

At Copan, William Fash (1991, n.d.) has uncovered two cobblestone plat- 
forms of the Uir phase, built near each other and formerly supporting pole- 
and-thatch structures. Below the South Platform were the graves of 15 
individuals. Below the North Platform were the graves of another 32. 

Ceramic offerings depicting Earth were restricted to the South Platform. At 
Copan, Earth was represented not by a feline mouth and cleft skull (as in Oaxaca), 
but via the symbol erroneously called the “paw-wing” motif (Fig. 7b—c). This 
symbol, as pointed out by Covarrubias (1957) and Grove (1984: 126), is actually 
the foot of a crocodile (Fig. 7e). This use of a crocodile’s foot to stand for the 
whole crocodile is an example of pars pro toto (Fig. 7d).The crocodile’s foot is an 
appropriate representation of Earth for the Maya, because they pictured the 
earth’s surface as a floating crocodile (Thompson 1950: 11, 133; 1970: 216— 
218).While Oaxaca potters also used the “crocodile foot” motif, their preferred 
version of Earth was Xoo, the Earth’s angry state. 

Vessels depicting Sky were restricted during the Uir phase to Copan’s North 
Platform. Here the motifs are surprisingly like their Oaxaca counterparts, em- 
phasizing excised (raspada) and incised Lightning symbols (Fig. 8a). Even the 
vessel shapes, which included tall bottles and cylinders, are similar to those of 
highland Mexican sites such as San José Mogote,Tlatilco, andTlapacoya (Flannery 
and Marcus 1994: chap. 12). 

Other variables reinforce the Earth/Sky dichotomy at Copan. South Plat- 
form graves featured cists or capstones, while North Platform graves did not 
(Fash 1991: 68-70). Jade was also found much more frequently in the North 
Platform, that is, with the “descendants of Sky/Lightning.” 

The use of the Earth/Sky dichotomy at sites as widely separated as San José 
Mogote and Copan suggests that we may expect more examples of it in the 
intervening area. We should remember, however, that only the largest and most 
important sites in each region are likely to have examples of both descent groups. 


WOMEN’S RITUALS 


Although there is no sign of women’s tools or activities near our early 
public buildings, we do find evidence for women’s ritual in three places: 
the house (yoho quixi or yoho coba); the associated ramada or lean-to (yoho 
yaha or yoho yaa); and the surrounding dooryard. These activities are be- 
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lieved to include (1) divination by the casting of beans or maize kernels, 
and (2) communication with recent ancestors through the use of small solid 
figurines. 

Let us begin with divination, which—by analogy with ethnohistoric de- 
scriptions—may have been carried out in special basins in the dooryard of the 
house. Such basins were waterproofed with a layer of lime plaster, then painted 
in one of the colors associated with the four Zapotec world directions: red, 
yellow, white, or black. Two such painted basins were discovered in the yard of 
a San José phase house, Household C3, at San José Mogote (Fig. 9). East of the 
house was a red-painted basin, while a yellow-painted basin lay 3 m to the 
south. The red-painted basin was 1.2 m in diameter and recessed 5 cm into the 
ground; it had been mud-plastered, given a waterproof coating of lime, then 
painted red with specular hematite. The yellow-painted basin was similar in 
every way except color. Whether there were once four basins—each painted a 
different color and oriented to one of the four world directions—is not known, 
since exposing the relevant areas of the yard would have required the destruc- 
tion of a later building (Marcus 1989: fig. 8.20). 

We know from sixteenth-century documents that Zapotec diviners sat on a 
mat and cast maize kernels onto the surface of a water-filled basin, noting 
whether they fell or floated in groups of 2, 3,5, or 13.This use of water (nica) 
for casting lots was called tiniyaaya niga, and it was used to determine the cause 
and cure of illnesses affecting household members; to predict whether a par- 
ticular day was auspicious for planting or marriage; or to assign a name to a 
newborn child. We suspect that the painted basins of Household C3 may have 
served for such divination (Fig. 10). 

Zapotec women also petitioned their recently deceased ancestors for 
guidance, often doing so in or near the house where that ancestor had lived. 
We suspect, on the basis of ethnographic analogy, that small solid figurines— 
of which we have found hundreds in household context—provided the 
medium to which the spirits of specific ancestors could return during this 
petitioning. Women preferred to petition their female ancestors, which may 
account for the fact that the majority of these figurines are women. 

Tierras Largas phase figurines occurred in relatively few styles; more effort 
was expended depicting elaborate hairdos than facial features. Thus, while the 
spirit of a specific ancestor was probably thought to inhabit each figurine dur- 
ing the ritual for which it was made, we do not believe that a serious attempt 
was made to make the face of each figurine resemble that specific person. The 
hairstyle, the ornaments, and other secondary features were probably consid- 
ered specific enough. 
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Fig.9 Household C3, San José Mogote, showing red and yellow basins that may have 
been used for divination. 


This statement also applies to the San José phase, when figurines exploded 
in number and became more standardized, with stereotyped ways of depicting 
eyes, noses, and mouths. Scores of figurines from this period look identical in 
every detail, yet they may have represented different ancestors during a specific 
ritual. As we will see, groups of figurines were sometimes arranged in ritual 
scenes during the San José phase. 
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Fig. 10 Seated on a mat near her house, this Zapotec woman is divining, throwing corn 
kernels into a water-filled basin to see how many will float and how many will sink. 
Drawing by John Klausmeyer. 


There are many agricultural village societies in which the role of contacting 
recent ancestors falls to women. In the naming and mourning ceremonies of 
the Cubeo of northwest Amazonia, specific ancestors are invoked “by name 
and by specific kinship reference, as the mother or the grandmother of the sib” 
(Goldman 1963: 191). Some activities associated with invoking the ancestors 
are secret, while others are not; for the former, the home would be a logical 
venue. This rule of secrecy often applies to musical instruments, such as the 
flute and trumpet, as well. These bear the names of ancestors, and when the 
instruments appear, a specific ceremonial role is assigned to women. For ex- 
ample, in mourning rites the ancestor trumpets sound their notes of grief, and 
the women respond with their own wailing. “That is, when the Ancients enter 
the maloca [residence] they naturally establish a relationship with the women 
of the house” (Goldman 1963: 191). 


THE EMERGENCE OF RANK 


During the San José phase, our ability to separate men’s and women’s ritual 
becomes complicated by the emergence of status differences. These differences 
affected public buildings, ordinary houses, figurines, and artifact assemblages. 
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Our data suggest a continuum of status differences in San José Mogote, 
rather than a division into actual strata as occurred during the era of the Zapotec 
state. Houses showed a continuum from simple wattle-and-daub structures (like 
House 13 at San José Mogote) to well-made whitewashed residences with 
attached ramadas or lean-tos (like Houses 16-17 at the same site) (Flannery and 
Marcus 1994).The higher a family’s status, the greater the likelihood that their 
house would show evidence of pottery from other regions and of marine shell, 
mica, jade, and abundant deer bone. 

Burials also show a continuum of status, with men and women buried with 
variable amounts of jade, magnetite, and marine shell. While some individuals 
might be buried with only one jade bead in the mouth, others had up to three 
beads and two jade earspools. In a cemetery at Tomaltepec in the Valley of 
Oaxaca, Michael Whalen (1981) recovered almost 80 San José phase primary 
and secondary burials. Most primary burials were fully extended face down, 
but one group of six adult males stood out as different because they were 
tightly flexed in a kneeling position (Fig. 4). Although representing only 12.7 
percent of the cemetery, these six males received 88 percent of the jade beads, 
50 percent of the vessels with carved Sky or Lightning motifs, and 66 percent 
of the stone slab grave coverings in the cemetery. 

Finally, both men and women of high status often had their heads artificially 
deformed. Since this procedure must be done while the individual is a child, 
the right to deformation must have been inherited rather than achieved. 


Differences in Figurines and Burials 


Both figurines and burials began to show intriguingly similar evidence for 
status differences during the San José phase. A limited number of figurines 
appear in stereotyped positions that seem to reflect authority; most of these are 
adult males, seated, with hands on knees (Fig. 11). A much larger number of 
figurines, both male and female, appear in positions that would seem to reflect 
obeisance or subordination. They are shown with arms folded across their chests 
and in a fully extended position (Fig. 12). A correspondingly large number of 
men and women were buried fully extended, face down, with arms folded 
across their chests. Many fewer burials were seated and tightly flexed (or kneel- 
ing and tightly flexed), and all of the latter were adult males (Fig. 13). These 
tightly flexed males were high-status people who may have been wrapped up as 
bundles to facilitate later reburial. 

Next to a high-status residence (House 17) at San José Mogote we found 
four figurines forming a ritual scene, buried beneath the floor of a lean-to 
(called “House 16” in the field). We suspect that this scene depicts a high-status 
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Fig. 11 (above) San José phase 
figurine of a man seated in a position 
of authority (Burial 35 at Tomaltepec, 
Oaxaca; height = 8.1 cm). 

Drawing by John Klausmeyer. 


Fig. 12 Figurine of a person in a 

subordinate “obeisance” posture from 
House 16, San José Mogote (San José 
phase). Drawing by John Klausmeyer. 


Men’s and Women’s Ritual in Formative Oaxaca 





vo male figurines 
tightly tlexed tor burial, San José 
Mogote (San José phase). 


Drawing by John Klausmeyer. 





Fig. 14 Scene of four figurines 
from House 16, San José Mogote. 
Drawing by John Klausmeyer. 
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multiple burial (Fig. 14). Three of the figurines were in the most common 
burial position of the period—fully extended, arms folded across their chests. 
While these three individuals lay supine in the scene, the fourth figure—also a 
male—was seated atop the other three. This arrangement is reminiscent of some 
chiefly burials from the Coclé site in Panama. For example, Grave 26 from 
Coclé featured a chiefly male seated atop a layer of 21 fully extended, face- 
down subordinates (Lothrop 1937: fig. 31). Strengthening this analogy is the 
fact that at San Jos¢ Mogote we also find miniature four-legged stools, small 
ceramic versions of the ones on which Panamanian chiefs were buried. We 
suspect that our miniature stools were for use with seated figurines. 

To the south of the figurine scene, and below the floor of House 17, was a 
middle-aged woman buried with two jade earspools and three jade beads. (For 
all we know, she may have been the woman who arranged the figurine scene in 
the lean-to adjacent to her house.) Her residence contained additional artifacts 
for use in ritual, including stingray spines (and other fish spines) for bloodlet- 
ting, ceramic dance masks, and abundant marine shell. There were also vessels 
imported from the Basin of Mexico and possibly from Morelos (Marcus 1989; 
Flannery and Marcus 1994). 

Since this figurine scene from San José Mogote is somewhat earlier than the 
famous Middle Formative figurine arrangement from LaVenta (Drucker, Heizer, 
and Squier 1959: fig. 38), it indicates that such scenes were part of a long- 
standing tradition in Mesoamerica. By Middle Formative times at La Venta, 
however, the figurines were of jade and serpentine, and the scene was in a 
public, rather than household, context. 


Changes in Public Buildings 


The emergence of ranking during the San José phase also affected public 
buildings. By perhaps 1000 B.c., small buildings like the “lineage houses” or 
Men’s Houses of earlier times had begun to disappear. They had given way to 
much larger and more spectacular public buildings, often serving more than 
one community. It is still unclear whether these Formative buildings should be 
called “temples,” but they are certainly more complex than the Men’s Houses 
of the Tierras Largas phase. 

For one thing, their construction involved much more labor. The “lineage 
houses” of the Tierras Largas phase could have been built by a dozen men in a 
matter of weeks. The largest public buildings of the San José phase sat on plat- 
forms requiring tons of earthen fill and hundreds of man-days of labor. By the 
end of the phase, planoconvex or “bun-shaped” adobes were being produced 
by the hundreds to construct retaining walls for fill, and many tons of heavy 
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boulders were being brought to the site so that the outer surfaces of the plat- 
form could be built of dry-laid stone masonry. Many limestone and travertine 
boulder stones were brought from communities at least 5 km from San José 
Mogote, suggesting that these smaller villages were no longer autonomous; 
they had become satellites of San José Mogote and were contributing man- 
power and materials to a larger chiefly center. 

Structures 1 and 2 at San Jos¢ Mogote are examples of this more elaborate 
architecture (Fig. 15). Each structure apparently served as the pyramidal plat- 
form for a public building. Both were contoured to a gentle slope coming 
down from the hill on which most of the later ceremonial architecture of San 
José Mogote was built. Each platform was different, a rough-and-ready struc- 
ture adapted to the slope without much concern for bilateral symmetry or 
straightness of walls. The public buildings atop the platforms had largely eroded 
away. What remained were a few patches of hard-packed, almost burnished clay 
floor which indicated where the perishable buildings had been (Flannery and 
Marcus 1994: 370). 

Structure 2 stands a meter high and may once have spanned 18 m. The 
structure’s irregular eastern edge was faced with boulders, some local and some 
brought in from as far away as Rancho Matadamas and Fabrica San José. Two 





Fig. 15 Reconstruction of Structures 1 and 2, San José Mogote. 
Drawing by David W. Reynolds. 
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carved stones, one depicting a feline and the other a raptorial bird, had fallen 
out of a nearby wall; both display a local, rather than pan-Mesoamerican, style 
(Marcus 1976a; Flannery and Marcus 1983: fig. 3.7). 

The east face of Structure 2 contained our earliest stone stairways. Each was 
so narrow that only one person at a time could have been accommodated. The 
North and South Stairways were inset into the wall and consisted of three to 
seven steps. Despite the informality of these buildings, it is worth noting that 
stone masonry, stone stairways, adobes, and lime plaster were largely unknown 
at this time on the Gulf Coast. This fact further reinforces the impression that 
our earlier notions of Gulf Coast influence were overly enthusiastic (Marcus 
1989: 193-194; Flannery and Marcus 1994: chap. 20). 

These late San José buildings are clearly more monumental than those of the 
Tierras Largas and early San José phases. The most likely explanation is that the 
responsibility of public construction had shifted from small groups of initiated 
men to a hereditary elite whose sphere of influence transcended the local com- 
munity. From this point on in our sequence, we see more impressive displays of 
manpower by the elite and correspondingly less evidence for ordinary men’s 
ritual. 


The Disappearance of Women’s Ritual 


Women’s ritual was also affected by the emerging elite monopoly of ritual 
activity. The small solid figurines that had played so great a role in Early Forma- 
tive household ritual decreased in number after 700 B.c. and virtually disap- 
peared by 200 B.c. 

Simply put, the recent ancestors of ordinary people were no longer as im- 
portant as they had been at the egalitarian village level. Their place was taken by 
the well-known Zapotec effigy urn, a venue to which the spirits of the de- 
parted elite could return. Invoking the spirits of ancestors continued to be an 
important component of Zapotec ritual, but now it was mainly noble ancestors 
who were invoked (Marcus 1983b). Divination continued to be important, but 
it was eventually conducted by full-time priests. Thus the rise of the Zapotec 
state partially closed the window through which we had glimpsed ordinary 
men’s and women’s social identity. 


The Legacy of Earlier Times 


With the wisdom of hindsight, we can see traces of the old Formative ritual 
system surviving in readapted form during the Classic period. Zapotec rulers 
continued to claim descent from Cociyo or Lightning, the most frequently de- 
picted supernatural force in Zapotec art. And Xoo or Earthquake, that symbol 
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of Earth in its most animate and belligerent form, became one of the days of 
the Zapotec 260-day calendar (Marcus 1976b). 

In the modern era, with Pre-Columbian elite culture largely peeled away by 
the Spanish Conquest, we can once again see ordinary Zapotec men and women 
engaging in ritual. Many still pray to Earth and Lightning, still conduct divina- 
tion, still make blood sacrifices, still believe that different colors are associated 
with the four world directions. 

Ask a Zapotec farmer in Mitla where the four colors of indigenous corn— 
white, yellow, black, and red—came from, and he will tell you they were cre- 
ated by Lightning, who put a grain ofa different color into four separate sacks 
so that the Zapotec could have four colors of corn (Parsons 1936: 330). Mitlenos 
will also point to a small lizard called a chintete and tell you that if you burn him 
in a fire, he will be resurrected as Lightning (Parsons 1936: 335-336). It is an 
amazing survival of man’s three-thousand-year relationship with the angriest, 
most active version of Sky. 


DISCUSSION OF OAXACA DATA 


Ritual, social identity, and cosmology were related in ancient Oaxaca, but 
their relationship—and archaeological visibility—changed over time. In the 
Tierras Largas phase, one’s identity seems to have depended on (1) whether 
one was a man or woman, and (2) whether one was initiated or not. Initiated 
men met in “lineage houses” to engage in rituals from which women and 
uninitiated males were probably excluded. Women conducted rituals within 
and near the household, invoking ancestors and engaging in divination. It is 
doubtful that any women were excluded from this ritual; indeed, one of the 
differences between men’s and women’s ritual is that men’s is more competitive 
and exclusionary. By the early San José phase, some deceased men and boys 
were identified as descendants of Earth or Sky by their burial vessels, and some 
women consulted their household’s ancestors by arranging figurines of them in 
ritual scenes beneath the floors of their houses. 

With the emergence of chiefly society between 1150 and 850 B.c., social 
identity began to change. Now one’s birth into an elite family was at least as 
important as one’s achievements or degree of initiation. Positions of authority 
and subordination were revealed both in figurine posture and gesture and in 
burial position and ritual. The use of sumptuary goods and foreign imports 
escalated. Elite families took over the construction of public buildings, transform- 
ing them from modest Men’s Houses into grander temples of regional significance. 

At 1100 B.c., to show that a burial was descended from Lightning would 
have identified the individual as (1) a man and (2) a member of a large descent 
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group. By 200 B.c., to show descent from Lightning was to identify a member 
of the nobility. At 1100 B.c., men and women had rituals with different content 
and loci of performance. By A.D. 300, elite men and women were shown walking 
together, side by side, in polychrome murals depicting the procession exiting 
from a royal funeral. The difficulty of documenting social identity—even if we 
limit ourselves to a single region like the Valley of Oaxaca—is that we are 
aiming at a target that moves and evolves over time. 


The Search for Wider Significance 


We have seen that some patterns of men’s ritual in early Oaxaca find ana- 
logues in men’s ritual at early Copan. It is more difficult to find analogues for 
women’ ritual because so few early household units have been excavated else- 
where in Mesoamerica. 

My reading of the literature, however, suggests that many practices of For- 
mative women find analogues in village societies elsewhere in the world. In this 
chapter I will discuss only one of those areas, village China. China is a long way 
from Mesoamerica, and I am not suggesting that it can serve as a model for the 
Mesoamerican Formative. Rather, I suggest that we may have, in both areas, 
independent examples of a widespread pattern in which exclusionary groups 
of men honor more remote ancestors, while inclusionary groups of women 
honor more recent ancestors. 

During the Neolithic period (5000-3000 B.c.), in the middle Yellow River 
basin, hundreds of early villages are known. Those that have been extensively 
excavated (Chiang-chai, Pan-p’o, and Pei-shou-ling) are about 5 ha in area. The 
pottery at this time displayed incised symbols, interpreted as being comparable 
to clan emblems used by the later Shang. These emblems are individual charac- 
ters, often on the black band near the rim of the vessels, and, significantly, many 
depict fish or other animals. In other words, they may be the Chinese equiva- 
lents of the crocodiles, fire-serpents, and were-jaguars associated with men’s 
burials in Mesoamerica. 

In later periods in China, animals continued to be important as lineage 
emblems, playing roles in ritual and in communicating with the Sky, Earth, and 
the dead (Chang 1980: 209). The Shang-period Chinese (1200-1000 B.c.) de- 
picted animals on bronze vessels, including dragons or snakes. Such depictions 
were called wu, a term that has been translated “animal offerings.” According to 
K. C. Chang (1983: 65): 


to make animal offerings was a concrete means of achieving commu- 
nication between heaven and earth, the dead and the living. We thus 
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come to the inevitable conclusion that the animal designs on Shang 
and Chou bronzes are iconographically meaningful: they are images 
of the various animals that served as the helpers of shamans and 
shamanesses in the task of communication between heaven and earth, 
the spirits and the living. 


Significantly, in ancient China we see the ancestors honored at the same three 
loci we saw in Formative Oaxaca: (1) special Men’s Houses called “Ancestral Halls,” 
to which women were denied admission; (2) the home, where all women’s ritual 
was practiced (Freedman 1980: 83-85); and (3) the graveside, where the ancestors 
were buried with vessels whose animal agent motifs helped communicate with 
Earth and Sky.The intimacy between the living and the deceased was not broken 
by death, and their relationship continued to be one of reciprocity. 

As in our reconstruction of women’s ritual in Formative Oaxaca, the ances- 
tors honored in the house were the recently deceased whose living descendants 
still occupied the structure. Household ritual did not include ancestors farther 
removed than four generations, and most were much more closely related. In con- 
trast, the ancestor worship that took place in the Ancestral Hall involved a longer 
sequence of ancestors, one that could even lead back to the lineage founder. 

What integrated these two phases of ancestor worship was the fact that 
some ancestors, originally buried in the cemetery and honored in the house- 
hold, could later be lifted out of “household context” to be honored in the 
Ancestral Hall. Once there, an ancestor’s worship became “more impersonal,” 
for in the hall he was endowed with a more remote and less individualized 
personality. As Freedman (1980: 84) expresses it: “Once an ancestor had been 
placed in the shrine belonging to a hall he had ceased to be an object of per- 
sonal devotion and had become part of the ritual centre of a lineage segment.” 

Freedman’s analysis shows us that men’s and women’s ancestor worship, 
though it took place in different loci, was in fact part of a multistage program. 
An individual might be honored for several generations in the home, in a very 
personal way, by women who knew his individual characteristics. After several 
generations passed, there would be no one left who actually knew him. At that 
point he could be transported to the Ancestral Hall to be honored by men for 
whom he was an impersonal, nonindividualized, more distant member of a 
larger descent group. 

If this situation provides an analogy for Mesoamerica, it may help to explain 
two phenomena: the deliberate breaking and discarding of small solid figurines 
around houses and the appearance of seated male bundle burials near Men’s 
Houses. If household veneration of immediate ancestors lasted only a few gen- 
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erations, there would come a time when the small solid figurines of these 
ancestors would no longer be needed. They could then be broken, or even have 
their features battered off to keep anyone from using them, as was apparently 
done with figurines at La Victoria, Guatemala (Coe 1961: 92). Also, if the re- 
mains of important men were eventually to be transferred near the Men’s House 
(= Ancestral Hall) after a period of veneration in the home, it would make 
sense to keep them tightly bundled in the seated position in preparation for 
that transfer. 

Finally, the Chinese data provide evidence for divination practices analogous 
to the tiniyaaya niga we think Zapotec women practiced in shallow water-filled 
basins. Chinese divination, however, was performed by using the bones of ani- 
mals. Diviners used either a turtle (usually the plastron, less often the carapace) 
or the scapula of a cow; the former is known as plastromancy and the latter as 
scapulimancy. 

Although divination predated the Shang dynasty, it was during the Shang 
era that we see standardized preparation of such “oracle bones.” First, diviners 
drilled a series of evenly spaced holes on the backs of the bones; then they 
applied heat to produce cracks. These cracks provided a basis around which 
diviners or scribes incised the record of divination. Diviners carved out some 
of the cracks to make them more visible, and many were filled with red or black 
pigment to make them clearer. 

Scholars suspect that only those times when a Shang ruler’s predictions proved 
to be true were deemed worthy of permanent recordkeeping. For example, 
one oracle bone says: “The ruler, reading the cracks, said ‘if'a child is born on a 
Then the actual 
birth was recorded. Another bone says: “the ruler, reading the cracks, predicts 
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danger.” This was followed by verification:“on the 8th day there were arriving 
clouds . . . and the coming of a rainbow.” For the Chinese, those were indeed 
signs of danger (Keightley 1989). 


DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 


Ritual, as interesting a topic as it may be, remains one of the most difficult 
behaviors to document and interpret archaeologically. Even in the Valley of 
Oaxaca, where we have thousands of bits of piece-plotted information from a 
wide variety of contexts, there are gaps that can only be bridged by ethno- 
graphic analogy. 

At the egalitarian, or autonomous village stage (1400-1150 B.c.), I have 
divided ritual information into three components: its content, its loci, and its 
performers. 
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Women’s ritual seems to have been conducted in the house, the adjacent 
lean-to, and the surrounding dooryard.The recently deceased ancestors—both 
males and females, but especially females—appear to have been the focus of 
much of this ritual. Small solid figurines, sometimes arranged in ritual scenes, 
evidently provided a venue to which the spirits of the ancestors could return; 
in that venue they were probably consulted, petitioned, and involved in the 
ongoing affairs of their descendants. Women also made figurines of animals 
(principally dogs and birds), which may have served the ancestors as “animal 
agents” like those described for China. 

Women may also have been involved in tiniyaaya niga, divination by casting 
maize kernels onto the surface of shallow, water-filled basins. Suitable basins 
were found in the dooryard of an Early Formative household, painted in two of 
the colors (red, yellow) associated with the four great world directions. There is 
no reason to believe any women in the village were excluded from any of the 
rituals discussed, since they conducted them in their own households. 

Men, on the other hand, evidently conducted their ritual in a lime-plastered, 
astronomically oriented Men’s House or “lineage house” apart from their resi- 
dences. These buildings were so small that only a subgroup of the village’s men, 
presumably “initiates” of some kind, could have entered them. We therefore 
assume that men’s ritual was more exclusionary than women’s, with certain 
men being allowed into ritual society based on achieved status. 

Men’s Houses had no figurines, no associated shallow basins, no hearths, and 
no domestic artifacts. They did, however, contain lime-filled pits. This lime may 
have been for mixing with powdered tobacco, jimson weed, morning glory, or 
some other ritual plant described in the ethnohistoric record. No such lime- 
filled pits have been found with any of the ordinary households we have exca- 
vated, suggesting that women (and uninitiated men) did not participate in the 
associated rituals. 

Near some of these Men’s Houses or “lineage houses” we found seated 
burials of tightly bundled middle-aged men. Perhaps, therefore, after a period 
of ritual veneration in the household, certain important men were moved to a 
position near the Men’s House in which they had once practiced rituals. This 
practice would be analogous to the Chinese tradition (presented earlier by way 
of comparison) in which some ancestors are honored in the household by 
women for a few generations, then transferred to the Ancestral Hall. If the 
Chinese example is relevant, we should look for clues that Formative 
Mesoamerican ancestors were treated (1) as personalized individuals while hon- 
ored in the home, but (2) as impersonal and less individualized ancestors when 
buried near the “lineage house.” 
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After the appearance of inherited rank in the villages of Oaxaca, it becomes 
increasingly difficult to separate men’s and women’s ritual, because the archaeo- 
logical record is flooded with information on differences in rank. One still 
finds abundant use of small solid figurines, ritual basins, and small Men’s Houses 
well into the San José phase (1150-850 B.c.). One also suspects that men’s ritual 
was exclusionary, since certain men were buried with vessels depicting Earth or 
Sky, while others were not. 

As public buildings grew larger and more elegant, however, and as house- 
holds began to display stronger and more flamboyant evidence of status para- 
phernalia, it is clear that a great deal of ritual was being taken away from ordinary 
villagers by ritual specialists. By 700 B.c., Zapotec society came to be run by 
elite families with deformed skulls, jade and mother-of-pearl ornaments, luxury 
drinking vessels, and abundant trade goods. These families participated more 
heavily in ritual than did families of lower status, and the public buildings at 
which they performed those rituals were now of regional, rather than local, 
significance. 
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The Pre-Classic Maya Compound as the Focus 
of Social Identity 


JULIA A. HENDON 


GETTYSBURG COLLEGE 


N THIS CHAPTER I ADDRESS THE question of how social groups defined them- 
] selves and sustained that sense of identity in Pre-Hispanic Maya society, by 
looking at the basic social unit of production and reproduction, commonly 
referred to as the “household” (Ashmore and Wilk 1988), during its earliest 
appearance in the southern lowlands. Drawing on the limited but suggestive 
data on Middle Pre-Classic occupation, I explore how the pragmatics of daily 
life and the symbolic language of belief systems that serve to give meaning and 
value to social relations are reflected in the archaeological remains from resi- 
dential, as opposed to public, space. I concentrate on the household because it 
has the longest history as a recognizable unit in the region and forms the basic 
element of larger and more inclusive social groups which play a prominent role 
in later time periods. Such groups, whether defined on the basis of kinship, 
residence, occupation, or ethnicity, are nevertheless made up of households and 
draw on many of the same kinds of symbols and relationships to sustain their 
sense of identity. To further our understanding of early Maya household dy- 
namics, I use a comparative approach which draws on evidence for the organi- 
zation of contemporaneous households in other parts of Mesoamerica such as 
the Oaxaca Valley and the Gulf Coast. This approach makes clear that Maya 
culture develops out of and elaborates on certain fundamental Mesoamerican 
themes centering on the social relations of production and religious ideology 
common to Formative communities (Grove and Gillespie 1992). 
Although group identity may be explained as a set of normative rules based 
on kinship and descent, it is through practice that group identity is really formed 
and maintained. Practice, or the assigning of value to action (Bourdieu 1977), is 
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both material and symbolic, expressing the group’s interdependence through 
complementary economic roles and shared rituals. Evon Vogt’s ethnographic 
work on the Tzotzil Maya of Chiapas demonstrates how a practice-based defi- 
nition adds significantly to our understanding of the importance of the house- 
hold in Mesoamerica. According to Vogt (1969: 128), any particular Tzotzil 
household may be defined normatively “as a segment of a patrilineage. Patrilo- 
cal residence and patrilineal inheritance of land ideally construct domestic units 
... that are composed of fathers and their married sons” living together. But 
this ideal arrangement gives way to other combinations of kin and in-laws as 
part of the natural developmental cycle of the family or as a result of variation 
in family composition, as when a couple has no sons. At the time of Vogt’s 
fieldwork, for example, almost 20 percent of married couples did not live with 
the husband’s parents (Vogt 1969: table 3). 

When Vogt looks to those practices considered by the Tzotzil themselves to 
be emblematic of a social unit, he finds an emphasis on shared residence (either 
a house or a set of houses in a compound), a shared maize supply, and shared 
allegiance to a wooden cross placed outside the main house. Concepts of social 
relations center on male-female pairs—exemplified by married couples but 
also found in other forms (such as widowed parent and opposite-sex child)— 
rather than lineally related male kin. The importance of the male-female pair 
grows out of a sexual division of labor in the production and processing of the 
shared maize supply and is validated by gendered symbols of male and female 
work (Vogt 1969: 127-129). Interdependent gendered roles in economic pro- 
duction and participation in household-level rituals that take place within the 
residential space are the practices that for the Tzotzil construct a household (see 
also Devereaux 1987). 

The Tzotzil household is thus an example of a spatial, economic, and psy- 
chological entity with which people identify (McKinnon 1991).This entity has 
a physical location in the houses occupied by men and women who either 
claim a shared descent or are related by marriage But it is the economic and 
ritual activities that the residents undertake to ensure the group’s survival on 
both the mundane and spiritual levels that bind them together in their own 
minds and set their group apart from the others in a village. The key elements 
of Tzotzil household identity—joint living space, complementary economic 
tasks, and shared ritual action—draw on long-standing cultural traditions. The 
Tzotzil thus exemplify the importance of certain kinds of practices, even though 
their specific norms of descent, inheritance, and postmarital residence are not 
common to all Maya and are certainly not universal for Mesoamerica (see 
Thompson 1978; Joyce 1981). 
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The Tzotzil example also brings out two issues of import to the archaeo- 
logical study of social identity: the importance of activities and the significance 
of domestic space as the setting for such action. Thus a concern with practice 
focuses our attention on what people did and where they did it. In trying to 
apply this approach to the Pre-Classic period, and especially the Middle Pre- 
Classic, one encounters two problems.The first is that occupation dating to this 
time period is often deeply buried beneath later construction and is thus more 
difficult to sample extensively. The second is the tendency to focus on public— 
that is, monumental ritual and administrative space—at the expense of the sur- 
rounding settlement when addressing the emergence of centralized systems of 
political control and of social hierarchies. Work on Classic period Maya domes- 
tic space has shown that it is the residential areas that are the setting for much of 
the material symbolism through which the Maya enacted their competition for 
prestige and made visible their control of economic and symbolic resources 
(Hendon 1991, 1992a; Gonlin 1993).The artifacts recovered from primary con- 
texts, including burials, caches, and middens, in and around Late Pre-Classic 
houses at Cerros reveal that their residents were actively involved in this com- 
petition which was enacted through ritual and marked in costume, material 
culture, and architecture (Robertson 1983; Freidel 1986; Garber 1989). Our 
understanding of the bases of power in Maya society and of the transition from 
relative egalitarianism to relative complexity, then, will be substantially advanced 
by looking at what people did at home. The choices made in designing and 
constructing the built space, the kinds of economic and ritual activities carried 
out, and the use of symbols in material culture, understood as referents of a 
culturally shared ideology (Gillespie 1993), reflect how households forged com- 
peting group identities through which they negotiated economic, social, and 
political relations. 

By emphasizing the Middle Pre-Classic over the Late, and the domestic over 
the public, I hope to highlight what data we do have on early household prac- 
tice and how such data fit into the larger context of Formative period 
Mesoamerica. When I first began working on this chapter, I thought of Uaxactun 
because of its early deposits and well-described and illustrated artifact collec- 
tion. In order to extract from the Uaxactun material the kind of information 
I needed, however, I found it necessary to combine the published information 
with unpublished materials from the Carnegie Institution of Washington’s 
project in the archives of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 
of Harvard University. Because of its unpublished nature, the Uaxactun data are 
described in greatest depth here. I spend some time describing its history and 
discussing how I correlated the unpublished field notes and photographs with 
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the published reports to reconstruct the dating of certain structures and the 
provenience of some artifacts. I then consider the evidence for economic pro- 
duction and ritual action from several sites in the Maya area, including Uaxactun, 
Rio Azul, Altar de Sacrificios, Nakbe, and Seibal in Guatemala, and Altun Ha, 
Cuello, Cerros,and Cahal Pech in Belize, with particular emphasis on the Middle 
Pre-Classic period. 1 compare this evidence to information from such sites as 
San José Mogote, Chalcatzingo, and La Venta. 


RECONSTRUCTING UAXACTUN’S MIDDLE-LATE PRE-CLASSIC OCCUPATION 


Uaxactun was the first site excavated in the Southern Maya Lowlands. Work 
there was instrumental in revealing the richness of Maya sites and establishing 
the basic chronological framework for the region (Smith 1955; Smith 1973). 
The Carnegie Institution of Washington (CIW) project of mapping and exca- 
vation at Uaxactun from 1926 to 1937 revealed that the central part of the site 
consists of a series of discrete groups of monumental and elite residential archi- 
tecture (“palaces’’) built on hills that were shaped and in some cases increased 
in height to accommodate the buildings. The CI W identified eight such groups, 
designated A—-H (Smith 1950), and in the process defined the standard form of 
a Maya political center. The abundance of “house mounds,” believed to repre- 
sent the remains of nonelite residences, was demonstrated by Oliver Ricketson’s 
survey and Robert Wauchope’s excavations (O. Ricketson 1937;Wauchope 1934). 
The excavations in Group E carried out by Ricketson from 1926 to 1931 are 
discussed in depth in the 1937 publications by him and Edith Ricketson. The 
project excavated in the remaining groups from 1931 to 1937, with most em- 
phasis placed on Groups A and B (Smith 1950; Smith 1955; Kidder 1947). 
Guatemalan archaeologists began new excavations at the site in 1983 concen- 
trating on Groups A and H (Valdés 1986, 1988, 1989, 1991). 

The CIW’s work produced the first evidence of Pre-Classic period occupa- 
tion in the lowlands, the most famous of which is the platform known as Str. 
E-VII-Sub. A pyramid with a staircase on each of its four sides and decorated 
with large stucco masks, it supported a perishable building of ceremonial func- 
tion. Str. E-VII-Sub is the first reported example of what is now recognized to be 
a well-established type of Late Pre-Classic monumental architecture (O. Ricketson 
1937; Freidel and Schele 1988). Valdés’ more recent excavations have revealed an 
earlier construction phase of Str. E-VII that appears to lack masks (Valdés 1988, 
1991). Both E-VII-1, as Valdés labels this phase, and E-VI-Sub' date to the Late 


1 Valdés (1991: 9) appears to have renamed Str. E-VII-Sub, calling it Str. E-VII-2. 
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Pre-Classic period (Chicanel phase). Valdés (1991) has also found other 
examples of Chicanel phase monumental stucco masks in Group H, where 
they decorate both temples and vaulted palaces. 


The Nature of the Middle Pre-Classic Midden Deposits: Pits E-4 and E-18 


Excavation of Groups E and A revealed deeply buried buildings, burials, and 
extensive midden deposits indicative of Middle and Late Pre-Classic residential 
occupation. Evidence of this occupation comes as well from Groups C, D, and 
H (Valdés 1986, 1988, 1991; O. Ricketson 1937; Smith 1950: 62-63). But it is 
Ricketson’s work in Group E which gathered the most information about the 
Middle Pre-Classic period (Mamom phase). In order to use this information in 
my study of Pre-Classic social identity, however, I first had to resolve, as best I 
could, certain problems with provenience and dating. 

The published reports of the CIW excavations (e.g., O. Ricketson 1929, 
1937; E. Ricketson 1937; Smith 1950; Smith 1937, 1955; Kidder 1947) contain 
thorough descriptions of architectural form and stratigraphy, ceramic classifica- 
tion, artifact types, and burials, but lack information on the dating and associa- 
tions of specific artifacts or on the probable stratigraphic relationship of early 
structures from Group E. The initial chronological framework developed by 
Edith Ricketson was subsumed by Robert Smith’s work (1955), which does 
not always make clear how specific deposits analyzed by Ricketson fit into his 
framework. 

In an attempt to find more information, I consulted materials from the 
Uaxactun project in the Peabody Museum archives. Included in the collection 
were carbon copies of the typed reports written by Oliver Ricketson for the 
1929 and 1930 field seasons, as well as carbons of some of his handwritten field 
notes from the 1930 season (Ricketson n.d.a, n.d.b,n.d.c). The reports for both 
seasons include photographs and drawings. Parts of the text of these reports and 
some of the illustrations were published in the CIW Yearbooks and the Group E 
monograph (O. Ricketson 1929, 1937; E. Ricketson 1937). The manuscript 
versions, however, record provenience information for artifacts and deposits 
that was edited out of the published report. More detailed descriptions of the 
early deposits, with measurements and artifact associations, are also included. 

Correlating this information with the artifact descriptions in Edith Ricketson’s 
published analysis alowed me to determine the provenience of many of the 
artifacts in her report. Midden deposits, associated with pits dug into the un- 
derlying limestone bedrock and low wall lines, were found below the first stucco 
plaza floor of Group E (Floor I) (O. Ricketson 1937: 136, figs. 72, 73). These 
deposits, described as “vegetal and organic débris” (O. Ricketson 1937: 136) 
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and “typical midden material” (E. Ricketson 1937: 224), contained many arti- 
facts and were, by virtue of their stratigraphic position below Floor I, early in 
date. I therefore concentrated on identifying artifacts found in these midden 
deposits and especially from two pits labeled E-4 and E-18. Edith Ricketson 
assigned the artifacts from these deposits to her earliest period, 1a. Robert Smith 
(1955: 3) later equated Period 1a with his Mamom phase, or the Middle Pre- 
Classic period. 

The differences between the published and unpublished description of Pit 
E-18 exemplify what I found. In the 1929 field season report, Oliver Ricketson 
notes one of the midden deposits referred to as having a charcoal- and ash-rich 
matrix and occurring at 5 ft. 2 in. below the top of the pit.* He includes a 
profile of the pit showing the stratigraphic relationship between the plaza floors 
and the midden layer (Ricketson n.d.a: 9, fig. 51).This profile is reproduced as 
figure 97 in his 1937 publication. In both instances, the profile is the same. 
What differs is how it is labeled. Ricketson gives the catalogue numbers of 
artifacts found in the layer (205-214) in the unpublished version (n.d.a: fig. 51) 
but not in the published one (1937: fig. 97). The same is true for the profile of 
Pit E-4 (n.d.a: fig. 50 vs. 1937: fig. 78). Photographs of artifacts in the unpub- 
lished reports include catalogue numbers and notes on provenience in their 
captions, making it possible to identify objects from the two pits and, more 
generally, from the midden deposits below Plaza Floor I. Figure 20 of the 1929 
report, for example, refers to several photographic prints containing twelve 
artifacts, including these from Pit E-18:a bone awl (208), a bone needle (209), 
a fragment of carved bone (210), and a shell ring with a scalloped edge (213). 

E. Ricketson used some of these same photographs to illustrate her report. 
Her plate 68c, for example, shows a bone awl and needle. Comparison of that 
photo with O. Ricketson’s figure 20 establishes that they are two prints from 
the same negative and thus reconnects the artifacts with their provenience— 
they came from the early midden deposit in Pit E-18.Tables 1 and 2 summarize 
the artifact information I extracted from the reports. These lists are incomplete 
because, at the very least, they do not include the sherds recovered. Oliver 
Ricketson notes large quantities of potsherds from the pits and the Middle Pre- 
Classic midden deposits as a whole—at least one wheelbarrow load was col- 
lected from Pit E-4—but does not record specifics (see E. Ricketson 1937: 
230-242 for a description of Period 1a pottery). Nor is all the shell described. 
On the other hand, comparing the information in the tables with Edith 


? Measurements in the field notes and reports are in feet, while measurements in the 
1937 publication are in meters. 
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TaBLeE 1. MAMOM PHASE ARTIFACTS FROM Pit E-18, Group E, UxaxcTUN 
Artifact and 


Catalogue Number* O. Ricketson O. Ricketson E. Ricketson 
(n.d.a) (n.d.b) (1937) 

Shell ring with scalloped Figure 20 Page 201; 
edge (213) Figure 132a 

Pieces of conch and Figure 26 
clam shells 

Bone awl (208) Figure 20 Plate 68c 

Bone needle (209) Figure 20 Plate 68c 

Piece of carved bone Figure 20 Plate 68c 
(210) 

Pieces of bone Figure 27 

Flint spear head (319) Figure 78 

Polishing stone (206) Figure 22 

Grooved stone (436) Figure 78 

Figurine head (427) Figure 74 

Figurine (428) Figure 74 

Figurines (478, 480) Figure 76 

Figurine (276) Figure 79 

Figurines (429, 430, 454) Figure 80 


*As described by O. Ricketson. 





Ricketson’s discussion of the Uaxactun artifacts suggests that Tables 1 and 2, 
although not exhaustive, are representative of the types of artifacts encoun- 
tered. 


Buildings That Antedate Str. E-VU-Sub 


Oliver Ricketson was not able to make much sense of the walls he found in 
the lowest levels of Group E. He found two groups of more substantial and 
better preserved buildings which date either to the late Middle Pre-Classic or 
beginnings of the Late Pre-Classic. In one group, three platforms, labeled Strs. 
A, B, and D, were built on Plaza Floor I. Str. D is more than 25 m long, with 
retaining walls made of cut stone and traces of a superstructure (Ricketson 
1929: 318-320). Built in front of (east) and below Str. E-VIU-Sub, Str. A is a 
smaller, somewhat squarer platform with an outset terrace or step on its north 
and east sides. Ricketson infers two more such outsets to give Str. A a cruciform 
plan, although his reconstruction in figure 98 shows only the north and east 
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TABLE 2. MAMOM PHASE ARTIFACTS FROM Pir E-4, GRoup E, UxaAxCTUN 


Artifact and 


Catalogue Number * O. Ricketson 
(n.d.a) 

Drilled marine shell (222) Figure 12 

Pieces of conch and Figure 26 


clam shells 
Shell objects 
Cut long bone (419) 
Flint tools including large — Figure 13 


bifaces 
Flint spear head Figure 25 
Flint spear head (405) 
Polishing stone (206) Figure 22 


Grooved stone (406) 

Large quantity of sherds Page 11 
Pottery cylinder (228) Figure 12 
Pottery fragment (254) 

Pottery stamp (383) 


Pottery spindle whorl (323) 

Miniature vessel with 
animal head decoration 
(411) 

Bird-shaped whistle (250) 

Figurines (571,572, 567, 


569) 
Figurine head (220) Figure 11 
Figurines (221, 223, Figure 12 
230) 


Figurines or whistles 
(344, 346, 347, 382, 412) 

Figurines (271, 274, 279, 
349, 350, 351, 352, 384, 
400, 409, 410, 437) 


*As described by O. Ricketson. 


O. Ricketson 
(n.d.b) 


Figure 44 
Figure 74 


Figure 78 
Figure 78 
Figure 74 
Figure 79 
Figure 74 


Figure 77 


Figure 77 
Figure 76 


Figure 79 


Figure 80 


E. Ricketson 
(1937) 
Page 199 


Figure 121c 


Plate 78a7; 

Figure 145b 
Probably Plate 781 
Plate 78h 


Figure 158; Plate 
73b1, Plate 73b5 
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ones (O. Ricketson 1937: 109-113, fig. 98b, pl. 40a). Robert Smith (1955: 3) 
implies that these platforms date to the Chicanel phase (E. Ricketson’s Period 
1b) but Edith Ricketson (1937: 230-231) suggests that they date to Period 1a 
(Mamom), an attribution supported by Valdés (1988). All three platforms are 
partially covered by the next plaza floor, Floor I, and are completely buried by 
Floor III. At any rate, their stratigraphic position establishes that Strs. A, B, and 
D, as well as the unknown number of platforms implied by the wall lines found 
near Pit E-4, predate the Chicanel phase construction of both Strs. E-VII-Sub 
and E-VII-1 and the development of monumental religious architecture there 
(Valdés 1988). 

The dating of the second group of three structures is less clear. These struc- 
tures, labeled E, E and G, were covered up by Group E’s third plaza floor but 
were not built on either of the two earlier floors. They rest on a stratigraphically 
isolated plaster surface slightly lower in elevation than the second plaza 
floor. A later wall built on that plaza floor partially destroyed Str. F (see O. 
Ricketson 1937: figs. 73, 75). Neither Oliver Ricketson nor Robert Smith 
(1955: 3) provides direct evidence to date these structures, but the fact that 
the third plaza floor covered them establishes that they were built in the 
Pre-Classic period. Ricketson’s construction sequence (1937: 136-137, fig. 
98) has them appearing after Strs. A, B, and D but before Floor II, the plaza 
surface on which Str. E-VI-Sub was built. This stratigraphy makes E, F and 
G either late Mamom or early Chicanel. 

These three structures also look quite different from others in Group E. Strs. 
E and F each consist of a round, low (ca. 30 cm high for Str. E) platform, 
between 5 and 6 m in diameter, to which is attached a small and roughly rect- 
angular addition. Both constructions have a hard stucco coating and no evi- 
dence ofa superstructure. Str. G is made of two circular platforms, again covered 
in stucco, which are connected by a straight stucco platform or paving? (O. 
Ricketson 1937: 114-117). 

The published and unpublished information combines to suggest the fol- 
lowing sequence, illustrated in Table 3. First is a Middle Pre-Classic domestic 
occupation that produced the rich midden deposits, artificial pits, wall lines, 
probably from houses built directly on the ground surface, and some burials. 


>It is not clear how high this connecting section was. Although Ricketson calls it a 
“bar,” which suggests to me that it was elevated, his photograph in the unpublished field 
report makes it appear to be essentially at ground level (O. Ricketson 1937: 117, pl. 144a; 
n.d.b: photo 88-1-30). It is interesting to note that the quality of the print in the unpub- 
lished field report is much better than the one reproduced as plate 144a of the 1937 mono- 


graph. 
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TABLE 3. PRE-CLASSIC PERIOD CONSTRUCTON SEQUENCE FOR GRouP E, UXAXCTUN* 


Time 

Period What was built, deposited, or destroyed 

Mamom Phase? — Wall lines, possibly from houses built at ground level, pits dug in the 
bedrock, and midden deposits, including the charcoal- and ash-rich 
midden deposits in Pits E-4 and E-18. Burials found in the pits. 
Main Plaza Floor I. 
Strs. A, B, and D built on Main Plaza Floor I. Strs. B and D are 
rectangular platforms. Str. A lies under Str. E-VH-Sub and may have 
had a cruciform plan.‘ 
Strs. E, F and G built on a separate plaster surface. 
Ricketson suggests they are built after Strs. A, B, and D but 
before Main Plaza Floor II. 


Mamom/ Main Plaza Floor I which partially covers Strs.A, B, and D. Wall 
Chicanel enclosing Strs. E, F and G built on Floor II, partially destroying Str. F 
Phase in the process. 

Chicanel Str. E-VH-1. 


Str. E-VU-Sub. 
Main Plaza Floor HI which buries Strs. A, B, D, E, F and G. Expan- 
sion of Str. E-VII-Sub and associated buildings. 


*Based on O. Ricketson (1937: fig. 98) and Valdés (1988). 
’The Mamom phase is the equivalent of Ricketson’s Period 1a (E. Ricketson 1937; Smith 1955). 
“Mamom dating is based on E. Ricketson (1937: 230-231) and Valdés (1988). 





These remains lie on top of the limestone bedrock but are below Floor I. 
This combination of features is reminiscent of the earliest deposits at Cuello, 
Altar de Sacrificios, Seibal, and Nakbe, where ground-level houses pre- 
dominate in the Middle Pre-Classic (Hammond, Gerhardt, and Donaghey 
1991; Hansen 1992; Smith 1972; Willey 1973, 1990). The next event at 
Uaxactun is the construction of Floor I in the late Mamom or early Chicanel 
phase on which were built Strs. A, B, and D. The building of Strs. E, F and G 
in their separate enclosure may have occurred next. This was followed by 
the construction of Floor II in late Mamom or early Chicanel, and of Str. 
E-VII-1, and then by that of Str. E-VII-Sub in the Late Pre-Classic. With 
Floor III, Strs. A, B, and D-G disappear. 
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EVIDENCE FOR MIDDLE PRE-CLASSIC ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES 


The Uaxactun Group E midden deposits, like those from other Middle 
Pre-Classic sites, contain artifacts made of stone, bone, and clay for food 
preparation, cooking, and farming (Ricketson n.d.a: figs. 13, 23; Willey 1965: 
429-440, 1973, 1990; Hammond 1991; Kosakowsky and Hammond 1991; 
McSwain 1991a). The Uaxactun materials also yield evidence of house- 
hold-level involvement in craft production. Ornaments or other objects 
made from shell occur frequently in Pre-Classic period middens, burials, 
and cache deposits from a number of Maya sites, including Uaxactun (O. 
Ricketson 1937: 139-153), Cuello (Robin and Hammond 1991; Hammond 
1991), Cerros (Garber 1989), Altun Ha (Pendergast 1982: 172-200), and 
Nakbe (Hansen 1992).* The role of shell objects as valuable and symboli- 
cally important costume elements or offerings gives significance to the abun- 
dance of shell found in the Group E Middle Pre-Classic midden deposits. 
Oliver Ricketson (n.d.b) comments on the occurrence of perforated shells 
in Pit E-4 and reports finding a burial in the pit, Burial 8, with a shell mask 
and trumpet among its offerings (illustrated by E. Ricketson 1937: pls. 69a— 
c, 177b). He illustrates 43 shell objects from Pit E-4 that show a range of 
modification (n.d.b: fig. 44). Edith Ricketson notes “great quantities of per- 
forated shells and fragments” (1937: 199) from the same midden context or 
contemporaneous burials worked into tinklers, beads, rings, as well as the 
mask and trumpet from Burial 8. Counts of shell given by E. Ricketson 
(1937: 198) indicate that there were 449 unworked shells, 620 perforated 
shells (not including beads or pendants), and 128 worked shells. Although 
there is no way to figure out how many of these items are associated with 
the Middle Pre-Classic deposits, Oliver Ricketson’s field notes (n.d.c) and 
Edith Ricketson’s discussion (1937: 199-201) make it clear that they found 
shell in far greater quantities than jade or any other imported materials. 
Moreover, they note the occurrence of both finished and unfinished or 
partially worked objects. According to Edith Ricketson, the Middle Pre- 
Classic occupants of Group E had access to a number of different Carib- 
bean species and a smaller number of freshwater species. Not all pieces 
could be identified, but of those that could, the unworked shell is mostly 
Strombus pugilis, Oliva, and “pearly fresh-water mussel.” 


* The emphasis on shell as a preferred material for ornaments at these sites contrasts 
with the relative lack of interest in shell displayed in Middle Pre-Classic Barton Ramie, 
Altar de Sacrificios, and Seibal, even though the presence of obsidian and jade indicates the 
existence of long-distance trade at these sites (Willey 1965: 528; 1973: 22-31; 1990: 235— 
244), 
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Tools for textile production come from the Middle Pre-Classic deposits in 
Pits E-4 and E-18 (see Tables 1 and 2). Ricketson found bone awls (which may 
have served as weaving picks [Hendon 1992b]) and long, blunt needles in the 
charcoal- and ash-rich layer in Pit E-18 (Ricketson n.d.a: 9) Spindle whorls 
made from circular drilled potsherds were a common feature in the Group E 
excavations (E. Ricketson 1937: 219), and some of them came from Pit E-4.A 
flat stamp, possibly used in textile design, was found in the same level in the pit. 

The artifacts from Group E suggest that during the Middle Pre-Classic, early 
residents worked imported shells into a variety of costume elements, at least 
some of which were sufficiently valued to end up in burials and caches. Their 
occurrence in a midden resulting from residential occupation provides early 
evidence for the importance of economic production at the household level. 
Artifacts related to textile production, which is gendered as female work in 
Mesoamerica, come from these deposits as well. Spindle whorls made from perfo- 
rated discs and bone tools like the Uaxactun ones occur in Middle to early Late 
Pre-Classic deposits at other sites, including Seibal, Altar de Sacrificios, Barton 
Ramie, and Cuello (Willey 1965, 1973, 1990; Hammond 1991). Evidence of 
textiles is rarer but not unknown. In his field notes, Oliver Ricketson mentions 
finding traces of a red painted textile that occurred in association with Burial 
8 in Pit E-4 (Ricketson n.d.c: Notebook II, pp. 70-71). Despite Ricketson’s 
best efforts, he was unable to recover any of this textile. One of the chultuns 
dug into the bedrock below Group E contained a “small heap of crystalline 
substance . .. produced . . . by the disintegration of a palm-fiber mat, the 
weave-pattern of which could just be distinguished” (E. Ricketson 1937: 207— 
208). Edith Ricketson (1937: 207) also records net impressions on pottery. At 
Seibal, Willey (1990: 239-241) reports finding a burned piece of a basket cov- 
ered with a piece of woven cloth. 

Studies of the distribution of artifacts from Middle-Late Pre-Classic domes- 
tic contexts at Cuello and from Late Pre-Classic ones at Cerros provide addi- 
tional insight into the economic role of the household. Production, whether to 
fulfill subsistence needs or for exchange, is firmly embedded in the household. 
Furthermore, little evidence exists for the differentiation of households by oc- 
cupation. Evidence for subsistence or specialized production is dispersed through- 
out the residential area and on a relatively small scale. This pattern applies to the 
manufacture of stone tools, pottery vessels, paper (as inferred from the presence 
of barkbeaters), and shell and bone objects (Hammond 1991; Kosakowsky and 
Hammond 1991; Lewenstein 1987; McSwain 1991a, 1991b). Scale of produc- 
tion and greater degree of specialization seem to increase only in those cases 
where residents of a site have ready access to a valued raw material, such as the 
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high-quality chert from northern Belize which was worked with such inten- 
sity at Colha and neighboring settlements during the Late Pre-Classic period 
(Black and Suhler 1986; Shafer and Hester 1983). But even here the actual 
production takes place in and around people’s houses. 

The occurrence of such craft activities as shell-working or textile produc- 
tion in Middle Pre-Classic Maya houses serves to align them with the growing 
evidence from the Early-Middle Formative period from other parts of Meso- 
america for specialized production of various prized materials in residential 
areas. Artifacts recovered from house floors and storage pits at Oaxaca Valley 
sites give us a more detailed picture of the way that Early to Middle Formative 
period households engaged in specialized and domestic production (Flannery 
and Winter 1976). Among these activities are food preparation and making 
stone tools. Bone needles and pierced sherd discs are interpreted as evidence of 
spinning, weaving, or sewing. Flannery and Winter suggest that part-time spe- 
cialized production of certain types of stone tools, bone tools, celts, shell orna- 
ments, feather-working, and magnetite mirrors is indicated by concentrations 
of tools, raw materials, and objects in the process of manufacture found on 
house floors or on exterior surfaces, or in bell-shaped pits used for storage (see 
also Winter 1976). Flannery and Winter (1976: 41-43, fig. 2.15) interpret the 
artifacts from the floor of House 2 in Area C of San José Mogote, for example, 
as evidence of a shell-working area, with both remains of the material being 
worked and of the tools used to work the shell. The occurrence of artifacts 
indicative of these activities in and around houses shows that household space 
was used for a variety of tasks by members of the household. The distribution 
of these activities across the houses making up such communities as Tierras 
Largas and San José Mogote suggests that, unlike the Maya, households living 
in the same part of a village, or in the same village, may have shared the same 
part-time specialization (Marcus 1989). 

A comparable range of basic and specialized activities emerges from excava- 
tion of Middle Formative houses at Chalcatzingo, Morelos. Household space as 
a combination of residence and workshop continues to be the pattern. In addi- 
tion to food preparation, cooking, and obsidian knapping, households made 
red pigment from iron ore, worked jade or jadelike stone, and engaged in spin- 
ning and weaving (Prindiville and Grove 1987; Grove 1987a, 1987b). Recent 
work around La Venta indicates that Middle Formative Olmec households were 
also involved in craft production. Rust (1992) reports that houses with serpen- 
tine-working areas occupy the same hill on which the well-known public architec- 
ture was built. An illustration of one such house platform shows grinding stones, 
jade beads, and celts on the room floor, suggesting again the mingling of daily 
domestic chores with small-scale specialized production (Sharer 1994: fig. 2.3). 
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PRE-CLASSIC DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE 


Research at Cuello offers the best-documented sequence of Middle Pre- 
Classic houses and related structures. Excavation underneath the large Late 
Pre-Classic Platform 34 and in the surrounding areas of the site revealed do- 
mestic occupation dating to the beginning of the Middle Pre-Classic period 
(Hammond, Gerhardt, and Donaghey 1991; Gerhardt and Hammond 1991; 
Wilk and Wilhite 1991). The earliest traces of this occupation, like that at 
Uaxactun, Seibal, and Altar de Sacrificios, suggest that houses were built di- 
rectly on the ground. Low platforms, serving as the foundations for perishable 
houses, appear soon after, however, and establish one of the basic patterns of 
Maya domestic architecture. Pits containing trash and fire pits that occur in 
association with these platforms confirm their use as houses or outbuildings. 
The introduction of raised foundations for some houses, however, does not 
result in the cessation of ground-level construction, but rather in a greater 
contrast in types of house construction. 

The Cuello platforms under Platform 34, the plaster surfaces of which are 
frequently refreshed, are periodically rebuilt. The earliest platforms have curved 
sides and are either round or oval in shape. Toward the end of the Middle Pre- 
Classic, the shape shifts to apsidal, to having straight sides and curved ends. One 
of the apsidal platforms (Str. 315) has a terrace and supports the first stone 
superstructure at the site, although it is replaced by a wooden one. In the sub- 
sequent construction phase, which marks the beginning of the Late Pre-Classic 
period, the house platforms are destroyed in the termination ritual (Garber 
1989: 9) that prepares the way for the building of Platform 34. 

Despite the many renovations and replacement of platforms during the Middle 
Pre-Classic, the Cuello houses below Platform 34 display a remarkable consis- 
tency in location and arrangement. Gerhardt and Hammond (1991: 98) note 
that the houses are “tightly clustered around a patio less than 20 m across” 
throughout their existence. By testing mounds and open areas of the site, Wilk 
and Wilhite are able to show that traces of Middle Pre-Classic occupation 
occur more frequently underneath Late Pre-Classic platforms, suggesting “that 
the same sites [are] preferentially reoccupied and built over in the Late Pre- 
Classic” (Wilk and Wilhite 1991: 126). Powis (1993a) sees evidence for a similar 
process in the Tolok Group at Cahal Pech where domestic occupation also lasts 
into the Classic period. 

Both rectangular and rounded house platforms, ranging from oval to apsidal, 
occur in the Late Pre-Classic at Cuello and other sites. House Platform a from 
Group A of Uaxactun consists of a rough oval with an attached rectangular step 
(Smith 1950: figs. 10b, 58b). This variation in shape continues into the Early 
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Classic (Smith 1950: 18-19, fig. 58c;Valdés 1989). At Rio Azul/BA-20, a Chicanel 
house (Op. 206 Str. 3) lacks a platform but has an overall rectangular shape 
(Hendon 1989).The earliest occupation at Cerros, although dating only from 
the beginnings of the Late Pre-Classic period, mirrors that of Middle Pre- 
Classic Cuello, Uaxactun, Seibal, and Altar de Sacrificios in consisting of per- 
ishable houses built on clay platforms without retaining walls, trash pits, burials, 
and middens. Stone-walled rectangular platforms appear later (Cliff 1986). 


MIDDLE TO LATE PRE-CLASSIC RITUAL PRACTICE 


Both architectural and artifact data from living areas allow us to consider 
household-level ritual practice. Figurines, another major part of the artifact 
inventory from Uaxactun’s Pits E-4 and E-18, are one of our best indicators of 
household-level ritual activity at Middle Pre-Classic Maya sites (Hammond 
1991; E. Ricketson 1937: 210-217; O. Ricketson 1937: 139-149; Willey 1965: 
393-394; 1973, 1990; see Drennan 1976 for a discussion of the ritual function 
of figurines). By the end of the Middle Pre-Classic or beginning of the Late 
Pre-Classic, special ritual structures appear at a number of Maya sites. Some of 
these structures seem to be antecedent to the Classic period temples and shrines 
found in residential compounds, while others develop into the monumental 
architecture of the centers or at any rate occupy the same place and are covered 
over by later, more clearly public works. 

One of the earliest known examples comes from below Platform 34 at Cuello 
where an early Middle Pre-Classic (Bladen phase) round platform, Str. 324, was 
built in the center of the patio (Hammond, Gerhardt, and Donaghey 1991; 
Gerhardt and Hammond 1991: table 5.1). Round platforms without a super- 
structure constitute one form of ceremonial architecture for the time period. 
These platforms are sometimes embellished by the addition of a small rectan- 
gular or trapezoidal terrace or step. This addition, seen in Strs. E and F of 
Uaxactun, makes them resemble a “keyhole” (Glass 1965: 52).°I excavated an- 
other example at the site of Rio Azul. A residential zone with significant Pre- 
Classic occupation known as BA-20 lies northeast of the main center (Adams 
1990). Here I excavated Strs. 1 and 2 of Op. 206 (Hendon 1989). While Op. 
206 Str. 1 dates from the Early Classic, Str. 2, its predecessor, is Late Pre-Classic 
in date. At Altun Ha, Str. C-13-3rd (and probably its predecessor, C-13-4th), lo- 
cated in a residential area, also takes this form (Pendergast 1982: 184-187, fig. 97). 


> After some debate as to their function (Ricketson n.d.c: Notebook II, pp. 39-40), 
Ricketson and A. Ledyard Smith decided to call Strs. E, F and G “ceremonial platforms” 
designed for ritual use (Smith 1950: 73; 1973: 27). 
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Several round platforms have been found in Middle Pre-Classic residential con- 
texts at Cahal Pech (Aimers and Awe n.d.; Powis 1993a). Str. G at Uaxactun, 
with its two circular platforms linked by a stucco “bar,” may also be considered 
another variant on this pattern. Keyhole-shaped structures continue to be built 
in the Early Classic at some sites but eventually disappear (Glass 1965: 51-59; 
Hendon 1989; Powis 1993b). 

The keyhole or round ritual platforms do not necessarily differ markedly in 
form or size from contemporary residences. Nevertheless, several special fea- 
tures set the ceremonial platforms apart. These features include quality of con- 
struction, location, lack of a superstructure,® and the presence of associated 
ritual deposits. The circular platform of these ritual structures is generally quite 
regular in outline and usually plastered (Aimers and Awe n.d.; Hendon 1989; 
Powis 1993a). At Uaxactun, the plaster surfaces of Strs. E and F are harder and 
better prepared than those covering the house platforms, to the point of mak- 
ing them difficult to excavate (Ricketson n.d.c: Notebook III, p. 18; Smith 
1950: 17). At Rio Azul/BA-20, an associated house was built of unplastered 
cobbles, while the keyhole platform, Str. 2, was not only plastered but painted 
red on its exterior (Hendon 1989). 

Energetic investment, decoration, and lack of a superstructure point to these 
round platforms as having a different purpose from houses. This purpose has 
been broadly labeled ritual. But specific features of these platforms suggest 
something about the nature of the ritual activity associated with them, namely, 
that the activity was meant to be open to view (Aimers and Awe n.d.) and that 
its performance did not involve large groups of people. These inferences stem 
from the height of the platform and its lack of superstructure, which make it 
like a stage, and from its relatively small size, which limits the number of people 
the stage could hold. 

Although all the keyhole-shaped or round ritual structures discussed here 
are built in residential areas, they are sometimes marked as special or different 
from adjacent houses by location as well as by the sorts of formal features 
discussed above. Strs. E, KF and G provide the most striking example of this. 
Their location at the edge of the main plaza floor makes them seem peripheral, 
although this impression may be misleading in that we have a poor understand- 
ing of just how many Middle Pre-Classic houses existed and where they were 
located. Strs. E-G, however, are segregated from the more central part of Group 


°In my 1989 report I suggested that Op. 206 Strs. 1 and 2 had a superstructure, but I 
have since reconsidered the data and feel that the stuccoed wall lines found represent the 
remains of a platform. 
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E where Strs.A, B, and D were located, by a wall. Despite the fact that this wall 
destroyed part of Str. F and the uncertainty of the stratigraphic connections 
between floors, it does seem that Strs. E and G, and possibly even FE continued 
in use after the wall’s construction.At the very least, all four platforms remained 
visible during this phase of Group E (O. Ricketson 1937: 134-136). 

Elevation separates the residential and ritual structures at Rio Azul/BA-20. 
Op. 206 Str. 2 is built on higher ground than the house, Str. 3. Since both 
structures date from the same phase of occupation, this difference in location 
may reflect a desire to give greater physical prominence to the building where 
ritual practices related to the creation of a group identity for the residents of 
the area took place (Hendon 1989). Although we lack data on residences from 
Zone C at Altun Ha which would be contemporary with Strs. C-13-4th or 
3rd, it is possible that the marked spatial separation of Str. C-13 during the 
Classic period may have first emerged during the Pre-Classic period (Pendergast 
1982: 170). 

In some cases, these areas continue to be residential rather than public into 
the Classic period. As noted above, the Rio Azul/BA-20 Late Pre-Classic plat- 
form is rebuilt and used in the Early Classic period, the peak period of occupa- 
tion of the site. The Tolok Group at Cahal Pech, a four-structure Late Classic 
patio group, illustrates even longer use (Powis 1993a). Underlying all four struc- 
tures of the group are remains of Late Pre-Classic occupation and Middle Pre- 
Classic floors, walls, and midden deposits surrounding a round platform found 
below the Late Classic patio floor. The importance of domestic space as the 
center of group identity may be indicated by the ceremonial use of this plat- 
form by the Late Classic household which placed four burials on the Middle 
Pre-Classic platform. At Altun Ha, both the construction of Str. C-13-3rd and 
its replacement by a four-sided temple platform were occasions for the deposi- 
tion of caches and burials (Pendergast 1982: 188-190). The replacement of a 
round platform by a temple platform is also found in the Zotz Group of Cahal 
Pech (Aimers and Awe n.d.) and at early Late Pre-Classic Cuello (Gerhardt and 
Hammond 1991). These examples underscore the continued importance of 
ritual practice to households, although the change in building shape may indi- 
cate that the kinds of rituals carried out changed. 


EMERGING SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION 


Ornaments of shell or other materials and deliberate alteration of the body 
in the form of dental inlays or filed teeth (Hansen 1992; Willey 1973: 28; 
Tourtellot 1990: table 1) hint that the Middle Pre-Classic Maya shared the 
Formative Mesoamerican emphasis on personal adornment and alteration of 
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the body that Joyce (following Munn) has called beautification. Beautification, 
while aimed at differentiating individuals and related to the acquisition of pres- 
tige, is not inherently or necessarily productive of hierarchical or permanent 
differences (Joyce 1996; see also Adams 1975). During this same time period, 
variation in Maya domestic architecture also appears. Greater size and the use 
of architectural decoration not only reflect greater access to labor and other 
resources but also associate the household with the symbolic language of au- 
thority. The domestic built environment, rather than the individual body, pro- 
vides a way for households to differentiate themselves, as a group, from other 
households. This emphasis on establishing the importance of the group and the 
means used—energetic investment and manipulation of symbolism—-signal the 
emergence of more permanent hierarchical differences that underlie the con- 
solidation of centralized political authority during the Late Pre-Classic period. 

Examples of domestic elaboration come from Cuello, Uaxactun, and Altar 
de Sacrificios. We have already noted the appearance at Cuello in the Middle 
Pre-Classic of Str. 315 with a stone superstructure.A comparable shift from clay 
to stone-walled platforms occurs at Cerros during the Late Pre-Classic period, 
which Cliff (1986) has suggested may mark the emergence of social differences 
among residents of the area. More generally, Middle Pre-Classic settlement at 
Cuello encompasses both raised and ground-level construction which requires 
different energetic investments. The trend toward greater differences in ener- 
getic investment becomes more marked at Cuello in the Late Pre-Classic pe- 
riod. Platform 34, built over the Middle Pre-Classic patio group, serves as the 
foundation for a number of buildings, most of which have their own individual 
substructures. Despite the large-scale, even monumental, nature of Platform 34, 
however, its construction does not mark an immediate shift in the function of 
the area. In other words, the platform supports houses, outbuildings, and a ritual 
structure which together form a patio unit. These structures are rebuilt many 
times but maintain a consistent association between function and location, with 
the ritual structures on the west side and the residences on the north. At some 
point in the Late Pre-Classic occupation of Platform 34, its residents introduce 
boundary walls and use differences in elevation to restrict access to the north- 
ern part of the platform. This suggests that during the early Late Pre-Classic the 
entire area of Platform 34 was, like the Middle Pre-Classic patio it covered, 
domestic space for the use of a single group or household.The walls and differ- 
ences in floor height that appear in the late Late Pre-Classic suggest that use of 
the ritual structure on the west side, now a terraced pyramid supporting a small 
temple, became more public, or suprahousehold (Gerhardt and Hammond 1991). 
Wilk and Wilhite (1991) identify several other contemporaneous examples of 
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large platforms supporting a complex of ritual and relatively larger houses and 
point to similar constructions at Nohmul, Cerros, and Seibal. 

Although the data are less complete from Altar de Sacrificios, a similar pat- 
tern may be seen (Smith 1972; Willey 1973).The earliest occupation is early 
Middle Pre-Classic and consists of perishable houses built directly on the ground 
in association with domestic refuse, food remains, figurines, and burials. In the 
latter part of the Middle Pre-Classic, the construction of some houses becomes 
more substantial. Raised platforms, some with stone facings, appear. Evidence 
from Group B, one of several monumental plazas that make up the civic- 
ceremonial core of the site in the Classic period, shows a continued elaboration 
in construction. By the Middle to Late Pre-Classic transition, red-painted plas- 
ter and platforms faced with lime-encrusted shells set in mud mortar are built. 
The size, decoration, and location of the platforms, which surround an open 
patio, imply a greater control of labor and of the desire for visual display. Al- 
though Smith (1972: 118-120) assumes that these structures are ceremonial, 
Willey (1973: 27-31) points to the occurrence of manos, metates, and mortars 
to suggest that they may be elite residences rather than public buildings.’ Like 
Platform 34 at Cuello, then, Middle to Late Pre-Classic Group B continues to 
be living space where both quotidian and ritual action takes place but whose 
inhabitants would seem to belong to an emerging (or consolidating) elite. Pub- 
lic buildings, in the form of tall temple pyramids decorated with paint and 
molded stucco, replace these elite residences during the Protoclassic to Early 
Classic period. 


7 Smith’s interpretation conflates function and social structure. This conflation, com- 
mon in analyses of Maya architecture, fails to keep separate the use of a structure from the 
social status of its users. Willey’s interpretation, by considering both architectural and arti- 
fact information, is more convincing. His analysis also exemplifies the problems in studying 
deeply buried early deposits at Maya sites. Willey (1973: 29) writes: 


Other ground stone artifacts .. . were also encountered in connection with the 
San Felix [Middle Pre-Classic] B Group platforms.These are metates, ... mortars, 
and ...mano stones. Here we run into a problem of provenience and association. 
Are these ... items in situ... domestic debris or fill inclusions? The metates and 
mortars were fragments, as were most of the manos. Our exposures were not 
large enough to clear sufficient floor areas of these early platforms so that we 
could be absolutely certain that we were dealing with in situ floor finds; however, 
on balance, and considering the amounts of living detritus found on and around 
these B Group platform levels, 1 am of the opinion that these various milling 
stone implements were probably once in use in B Group buildings. Such an 
interpretation would see domestic and ceremonial functions carried on within 
the same immediate precincts and, perhaps, within the same buildings. 
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These examples help us understand Uaxactun’s Group E sequence.The data 
are more equivocal, but I think they do support a similar transition at Uaxactun, 
based on my interpretation of the function of Strs. A, B, and D and of the 
meaning of the replacement in Group E of Str.A by Str. E-VII-Sub. Ricketson 
could not decide if Strs. A, B, and D remained in use after the construction of 
Floor II, but he felt that B and D were at least visible. His construction se- 
quence for Group E, however, has Str. E-VII-Sub replacing Str. A (O. Ricketson 
1937: fig. 98b—c).* Ricketson does not discuss the function of these mounds, 
although figure 98 shows Strs. B, D, and A forming three sides of a plaza with 
Str. A looking very much like a temple because of its markedly smaller size and 
squarer shape. As shown in the figure, Ricketson hypothesized the presence of 
a fourth structure, labeled C, on the east side of the plaza opposite Str. A, but 
found no archaeological evidence of such a platform. He appears to have as- 
sumed that these early structures would have followed the same four-sided 
arrangement found in the later, monumental phase of Group E (illustrated in 
parts d-f of fig. 98). 

Although Ricketson does not address the issue of the function of these 
platforms directly, his construction sequence in figure 98 suggests that he saw 
Strs.A, B, and D as precursors to the monumental ritual structures of Group E. 
As the Altar de Sacrificios Group B sequence demonstrates, however, location 
underneath later monumental architecture does not necessarily mean continu- 
ity in function. The replacement of Middle to early Late Pre-Classic houses by 
large, nonresidential buildings that serve as the Late Pre-Classic nucleus of the 
emerging civic-ceremonial center, documented at such sites as Cuello, Seibal, 
and Altar de Sacrificios (and later at Cerros), appears to be part of the transition 
to a more centralized political structure in the Maya Lowlands (Cliff 1986; 
Willey 1973, 1990). The differences in building material of these final houses 
from their predecessors or contemporaries suggest that differences in status 
were becoming fixed enough to achieve expression in architectural design and 
materials. Such differences are not as strongly marked as in the Late Classic 
period, but the way of embodying these differences through the built environ- 
ment is like the later time period. Returning to Uaxactun, the shape and size of 
Strs. B and D suggest to me that they were residential platforms of a larger and 
more permanent construction than others from that time period. Str. A, ] would 


* Tam ignoring the earlier phase of Str. E-VII found by Valdés, Str. E-VII-1, to make my 
discussion comparable with Ricketson’s. The presence of this earlier phase of Str. E-VII 
does not affect my argument since it is also monumental in scale. It is, of course, its con- 
struction which would result in the disappearance of Str. A. Readers may therefore substi- 
tute E-VII-1 for E-VI-Sub in the discussion. 
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suggest, was a ritual structure for the use of the residents of Strs. B and D. Str.A 
was thus part of household-focused religious practice for a household com- 
manding significantly greater resources than its neighbors. It is only with the 
appearance of Str. E-VII-Sub (or 1) that we see the appearance of a ritual 
construction that transcends any particular household and thus the shift in 
function from residential to public. 

At least two different types of ritual structures were built in the Pre-Classic 
period. To a certain extent, we may discern a trend for the replacement over 
time of open round or keyhole platforms by perishable temples on top of tall 
pyramidal substructures. Based on their form, it has been suggested that the 
round or keyhole platforms served as open stages for the performance of ritu- 
als. In contrast, the temples are enclosed small spaces made more remote by 
being raised above eye level. 

A similar shift occurs in the Oaxaca Valley, where cleared areas, bounded by 
walls but unroofed, are replaced by small single-roomed temples (Drennan 1983a, 
1983b; Marcus 1989). Drennan presents an interpretation of this change which 
applies equally well to the Maya case. He argues that the open areas, found first 
in the Preceramic period at the site of Gheo-Shih but continuing into the 
Early Formative at San José Mogote, served as dance floors for community 
rituals. These open areas are demarcated by boundary walls. At San José Mogote, 
a row of posts and stone slabs sets the space apart from the houses (Flannery and 
Marcus 1976).The temples not only restrict the number of participants but also 
limit the number of onlookers to those people who are actually inside the 
sacred space of the room. These factors suggest in turn that a different kind of 
ritual celebration took place. 

In the Maya area, we have both temples integrated into the household com- 
pound and temples as part of an elite controlled civic/ceremonial core. The 
decision by Maya households to replace their round platforms by temples which 
continue to be associated with a specific set of houses, the precursors of the 
Classic period patio units, occurs in the context of the development of a ritual 
and administrative center and of more permanent social differences. These two 
developments may mark a shift not only in the nature of ritual space and the 
kinds of rituals carried out but also in the degree of integration such rituals 
achieve. Although ritual action by the ruling elite living at the center may be 
intended to represent the community as a whole, its increasing spatial and so- 
cial remoteness may have led households at all levels of society to feel a greater, 
rather than lesser, need to emphasize their own ritual practices as part of the 
continuing validation of their identity as a social group and, for the elite, of 
their social status. 
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IDENTIFICATION AND DIFFERENTIATION THROUGH ECONOMIC 
PRODUCTION AND RITUAL 


The activities discussed at the beginning of this chapter as key elements in 
the creation of household identity in Mesoamerica, gendered economic pro- 
duction and household-level ritual practice, have been shown to have a long 
history in the Maya area. The data presented here are less complete than those 
available for the Classic period, especially with respect to the spatial distribu- 
tion of activities, but they are sufficient to establish the existence of these ac- 
tivities and their residential associations. Economic production, to some extent 
gendered, and household ritual practice situated in the residential compound 
represent a basic element of Pre-Hispanic Maya society. The economic and 
political import of these activities extends far beyond the living space where 
the production and ritual practice take place. Control of the labor, resources, or 
products of the economic production represents an important potential source 
of political power and therefore an area of conflict between different groups. 
The fact that this production is not detached from its residential location sug- 
gests that it remained embedded in the social space and control of the house- 
hold and was only indirectly available to the centralizing political authority as a 
source of income and power (see Ball 1993). 

Middle Pre-Classic figurines, caches, and burials show that people engaged 
in ritual behavior in their residential compounds before and during the emer- 
gence of formal structures dedicated to such behavior. Like much of 
Mesoamerica, economic production and ritual practice as activities and as con- 
structors of social identity in the Maya Lowlands precede and develop in tan- 
dem with public architecture and monumental art. 

Investment in monumental architecture is accompanied, as one moves into 
the Classic period, by an increased emphasis, in both visual representation and 
the content of texts, on individual political elites. The iconography of Maya 
rulership attempts to create a social identity for the ruling elite that monopo- 
lizes ritual action, totalizes gender categories, and naturalizes power relations 
(Joyce 1992). The ruler becomes a central figure uniquely equipped to carry 
out ritual action (Demarest 1992; Gillespie 1993). Depictions of economic pro- 
duction in other media, such as figurines (Joyce 1993), and the archaeological 
evidence from residential areas (Hendon 1991, 1992b) create a counterpoint to 
this identity by highlighting one based on complementary gender roles and the 
centrality of household-based ritual practice. The effort to monopolize ritual 
action, and hence the intangible resources controlled through these rituals, may 
result from the ruler’s inability to detach completely control over economic 
production from subordinate households, a failure that stems in part from the 
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fundamental link in Maya society between productive and ritual action and 
group social identity. 

The decision to devote resources to the construction of keyhole-shaped or 
round ritual structures reflects the formalization of group ritual practice in the 
Middle to Late Pre-Classic periods. This change parallels the formalization of 
religious practice and symbolism by the ruling elite expressed through the ar- 
chitectural and iconographic elaboration of the monumental space of the cen- 
ters. People living in the surrounding residential compounds effected changes 
in their ritual practice and made use of some of the same material symbolism, 
such as plaster and red paint, not in imitation of the center but as a response to 
the actions of the ruler. Such a response may challenge as much as it supports 
the ruler’s desire to be the central axis of political power. Over time, rituals 
carried out in the residential compounds, separate from those of the center, 
grow more, rather than less, important to the maintenance of the social identity 
of the residential group as its members contend with the economic and social 
consequences of political centralization. 
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HE FIRST AND SECOND MILLENNIA B.C. saw the initial development and 
subsequent elaboration of social complexity throughout Mesoamerica 
(Grove 1981). The development of social complexity is marked by a 
number of features, but chief among these are the emergence of institutions, 
practices, and beliefs linked to power relationships and the domination of soci- 
eties by elites (Mann 1986). There is now abundant documentation of such 
institutions and relationships in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica at the regional, house- 
hold, and individual levels. 

Archaeology has the benefit of viewing change over the long term. We can 
see the emergence of complexity and civilization in Mesoamerica over the 
course of a thousand years and select for analysis the salient and enduring 
relationships. Trajectories of demographic change, economic intensification, 
environmental relationships, and material culture change all become much more 
clear with the benefit of long-term perspective. The benefit of such perspec- 
tive, however, can blind us to the way in which the enduring structures we 
witness were created and recreated. Social and cultural structures are the emer- 
gent properties of daily action, the patterns built from repeated individual ac- 
tions (Giddens 1979, 1982, 1984). No structure, whether related to social roles 
and behavior or culturally held ideas, exists outside the way in which it is 
practiced by individual actors on a daily basis. A theory and model of daily 
social practice and the transformation of daily routines over time are thus in- 
dispensable to understanding change in the past if we are to move beyond 
simple description and reconstruction. 

The structures of prehistoric social practice leave patterned material remains 
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in the archaeological record. The emergence of social complexity in 
Mesoamerica and elsewhere is marked by the creation of new material forms: 
the monuments that transform the landscape, new assemblages of pottery and 
tools that fill houses, the jewelry, clothes, and other accoutrements that deco- 
rate and define people as individuals and members of groups. That such changes 
in material culture should occur in concert with changing social relations is 
often taken for granted, in that material culture is frequently used to define 
complexity or is explained by simple functionalist accounts. This chapter at- 
tempts to establish broader links between material culture and the various as- 
pects of social complexity. My approach is interpretative and seeks to understand 
how dominance, ideology, and material culture are linked at the level of daily 
practice in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica. 

I propose to analyze daily practice in ancient Mesoamerica from two per- 
spectives. The first is spatial and investigates the ways in which various aspects 
of the built environment and material culture reflect and shape the structures 
of daily routine and social interaction. The second perspective examines the 
way in which people interacted when they did come together. At both levels I 
seek to define and interpret the dynamic and recursive relationships among 
three artificially bracketed realms of prehistoric life: social structure and prac- 
tice, ideology, and material culture. | then apply and expand the model via an 
analysis of the Early and Middle Pre-Classic period, ca. 1700-500 B.c. in the 
Pacific Coast region of Guatemala and Chiapas. 

I will not repeat the arguments outlining the general aspects of structuration 
and daily practice theory, as those are now well established in the general ar- 
chaeological literature, though not particularly well known in Mesoamerica 
(Hodder 1991; Johnson 1989; Shanks and Tilley 1988). Some general remarks 
regarding how ideology and material culture relate to general theories of prac- 
tice are needed, however, before addressing the particulars of the case study. 


PRELIMINARY DISCUSSION 


Ideology and Practice 


Ideology is cultural. As such, it is understood differently by individual agents 
and different groups within a society (Giddens 1984; Hodder 1991). Such a 
view requires that ideology not be equated simply with religion (compare 
Demarest 1989) or viewed as an immutable core of Mesoamerican culture in 
all times and places (compare Coe 1981). While religion and “worldview” are 
important aspects of ideology, a broader concept of ideology must include how 
social identity and social relations are conceived and realized. As with other 
types of cultural structures, ideological structures are reproduced via practice. 


128 


Ideology, Material Culture, and Daily Practice 


They must be seen as dynamically linked to social action, especially to the 
negotiations and contestations inherent in any context of inequality. This must 
be all the more true in the Mesoamerican Pre-Classic, when large-scale in- 
equality first emerged and must have been strongly contested. 

The analysis of ideological change in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica has, until 
now, focused primarily on ceremonial ritual and the symbolic expression of 
dominant ideologies, or what James Scott has called “Official Transcripts” 
(Scott 1990). Such a limited focus is unfortunate on several counts. First, it 
gives the impression that the dominant ideologies were supported uniformly 
throughout society and were uncontested. We are then left with either an 
incomplete functionalist account of what ideology does (e.g., Drennan 1976) 
or a just-so story that glosses over the most critical issues of social dynamics 
(e.g., Schele and Freidel 1990). Second, a focus on ceremonial ritual alone 
ignores the possible tensions between the “Official Transcripts” and other 
possible “transcripts” reconstructed from economic and social evidence. Fi- 
nally, a focus on ceremonial ritual alone portrays ideology as static and ig- 
nores the ways in which ideology is practiced and transformed in the act of 
practice. 

Ideology is contested through processes of domination and resistance. Nei- 
ther domination nor resistance generally takes place through an explicit discus- 
sion of ideology. Rather, they are carried out through social action in both 
overt and covert forms (Scott 1990).There are clear needs, both theoretical and 
pragmatic, to move the analysis of ideology beyond ceremonial ritual and to 
conceive of how it was practiced on a wider basis. Ideology as practiced domi- 
nance has clear behavioral associations. Primary among these are the practices 
of inclusion and exclusion by which dominant groups control social discourse. 
Exclusionary practices may seek to control when and where social interaction 
takes place between members of various social groups. The maintenance of 
dominance is in part dependent upon promoting social distance between the 
elite and other groups (Berreman 1982; Love 1991).A primary mechanism of 
exclusion is to erect physical or symbolic barriers that discourage interaction 
between groups. Elites seek to limit interaction to times and places of their choos- 
ing, where they control both the agenda and the presentation of discourse. 


Material Culture 


Material culture has been widely recognized by archaeologists, in 
Mesoamerica and elsewhere, to have a role in the expression of wealth, power, 
and status of individuals and groups. Mesoamerican archaeologists in particular 
have done an excellent job of linking the symbolic dimensions of material 
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culture to concepts of religion and worldview (e.g., Ashmore 1991; Schele and 
Freidel 1990). 

Material culture must be seen as more than just symbol, however. The place 
of material culture in social practice is much more pervasive and encompassing 
(Hodder 1982a, 1982b, 1991). Pierre Bourdieu speaks of material culture rep- 
resenting a “world of objects . . . which is the product of the application of the 
same schemes to the most diverse domains, a world in which each thing speaks 
metaphorically of all the others, a meaning in which practices—and particu- 
larly rites—have to reckon at all times, whether to evoke or revoke it” (Bourdieu 
1977: 91). The world of objects situates and guides social action. Bourdieu 
conceives of social practice as consisting in large part of habitual action, in 
which the various parts of the material world serve as mnemonics that shape 
but do not determine action. As noted by Moore and Hodder (Moore 1986; 
Hodder 1991), Bourdieu’s concepts of how practical knowledge is applied to 
the world of objects open a tremendously important avenue for analyzing ide- 
ology, social practice, and material culture. Bourdieu’s observations can also be 
expanded and elaborated by drawing additional theoretical strands from geog- 
raphy, as discussed below. 

The world of objects, social practice, and ideology stand in a complex recur- 
sive relationship in which each at once makes and is made by the others. In 
such a framework, the production and use of material culture must be seen as 
forms of social practice that recursively act back upon social structure and 
ideology. The material world is created by structured practice and ideology, but 
it also transforms them via the daily actions of reflective agents. 

The ways in which ideology and dominance are both expressed and shaped 
by the material world of objects are illustrated in the sections that follow. After 
a brief synopsis of the regional prehistory of Pacific Guatemala and Chiapas, 
these theoretical points are expanded and clarified. 


Pacific Guatemala and Chiapas: A Synopsis of Regional Prehistory 


My data are drawn from the Pacific Coast and piedmont region that encom- 
passes southwestern Guatemala and Chiapas (Fig. 1). Over the past two decades 
the corpus of archaeological data for this region has expanded dramatically and 
forced a reassessment of standard interpretations of how social complexity first 
developed in Mesoamerica. We now know that this region witnessed the de- 
velopment of social complexity as early as anywhere else in Mesoamerica and 
that the scale and complexity of its sites and settlement systems match or sur- 
pass those of other regions of Mesoamerica throughout the Pre-Classic epoch 
(Love 1990, 1991, n.d.a). 
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Fig. 1 Map of Mesoamerica showing the study area. 


During the Early and Middle Pre-Classic, society in this region was trans- 
formed from one with nearly egalitarian social structure to one with much 
more dramatic social inequality. John Clark and Michael Blake have investi- 
gated the initial stages of this transformation in the Mazatan region of Chiapas, 
especially at the site of Paso de la Amada (Blake 1991; Blake et al. n.d.; Clark 
1991; Clark et al. n.d.; Clark, Lesure, and Perez Suarez n.d.). Their data traces 
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the development of social complexity from the beginnings of sedentism in the 
Barra phase (ca. 1600 B.c.) through the end of the Early Pre-Classic. 

A further stage of social elaboration is reached in the Middle Pre-Classic 
when larger regional centers emerge. In the Rio Naranjo region, where I have 
worked, this stage of development is seen in the emergence of a multitiered 
regional settlement hierarchy (Love 1990, 1991, n.d.a). Household level data 
also indicate the emergence of marked social inequality at this time. 

Two major regional centers developed in Pacific Guatemala at the begin- 
ning of the Middle Pre-Classic. The Rio Naranjo region was dominated by the 
site of La Blanca, whose sphere of influence probably extended from the Rio 
Suchiate and Izapa in the west to the Rio Ocosito in the east (Fig. 2). The 
second major center was Abaj Takalik, located 45 km east of La Blanca in the 
piedmont region. Information about Abaj Takalik during the Early and Middle 
Pre-Classic is limited, but the impressive corpus of Olmec sculpture from the 
site marks it as one of the most important regional centers of the Pacific Coast 
at this time (Graham 1977, 1979, 1981, 1989; Graham and Benson 1990; Gra- 
ham, Heizer, and Shook 1978; Orrego Corzo 1990). 

The trajectory of increasing complexity continued into the latter half of the 
Middle Pre-Classic, but in a greatly changed historical setting. La Blanca de- 
clined sharply at about 600 B.c. and became a small village. Sometime after that 
a Maya group arrived at Abaj Takalik and either conquered or displaced the 
previous inhabitants, as witnessed by the great corpus of early Maya sculpture 
(Graham, Heizer, and Shook 1978).These events at Abaj Takalik are not well 
dated, but the expected publication of the ceramic sequence developed by the 
Guatemalan national project working at the site will clarify the cultural and 
chronological relationships. 

Related in some way to these two major events was the founding and growth 
of the settlement of Ujuxte. Ujuxte lies on the coastal plain just 12 km east of 
La Blanca and 40 km southwest of Abaj Takalik. The ceramics of Ujuxte show 
that it was founded near the end of the Conchas period, at about 600 B.c., just 
as La Blanca declined (Love n.d.c; Love and Herrera n.d.). Although Ujuxte 
has a complex settlement history, it appears that most of the site area was occu- 
pied soon after 500 B.c. and occupation continued expanding during the Late 
Pre-Classic. 

The social and political paroxysms outlined above were accompanied by 
equally dramatic changes in material culture.The world of objects that existed 
at the end of the Middle Pre-Classic differed vastly from that which existed in 
the Early Pre-Classic. Large centers had monumental architecture arrayed in 
formal plans. Many had sculpture, such as the Olmec monuments and colossal 
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Fig. 2 Detailed map of the Ujuxte-La Blanca area. 


heads of Abaj Takalik. The members of some elite households, such as those at 
La Blanca, used objects such as jade earspools and necklaces, mica pendants, 
elaborately decorated ceramic earspools, and ceramics decorated with an array 
of motifs not found in other households. The analysis that follows expands 
upon both the theoretical and the descriptive framework already presented in 
order to establish these links more concretely. 
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MACRO-SCALE: SPACE, MONUMENTS, AND REGIONALIZATION 


The study of daily social practice in the Mesoamerican past can begin by 
examining how practices take place in space. A significant accomplishment in 
social theory during the past ten years has been to link structuration theory as 
presented by Giddens (1979, 1984, 1985) and Bourdieu (1977), among others, 
to a theory of space and time. Time-space geography, derived principally from 
the work of Hagerstrand (1970, 1975), has opened very productive lines of 
inquiry into how societies are reproduced and transformed by daily routines of 
action (Giddens 1985; Pred 1985; Soja 1985, 1989). 

At the heart of these studies is a concern with how the practical daily activi- 
ties of life occur in time and space, especially how face-to-face social action, 
co-presence, occurs. Hagerstrand attempted to study the webs of interaction 
constructed by an individual over the course of his or her life. He analyzed the 
trajectories of interaction over the course of a day, a week, a year, and the life of 
an individual to study spatial constraints on their conduct (Giddens 1984). Both 
Anthony Giddens and Allan Pred (1985) further develop Hagerstrand’s ideas by 
linking them to theories of structure, agency, power, and social interactionism. 
Giddens and Pred both stress the importance of socially created space in inter- 
action. Pred defines such space as “place,” while Giddens defines it as “locale.” 
To the concept of locale Giddens adds the idea of regionalization, or the zona- 
tion of time-space in relation to routinized social practices. Regionalization 
takes place at almost all locales, as types of social action and interaction become 
habitually separated in space and time. 

Regionalization is vitally important to establishing power and dominance in 
that disciplinary power is often based upon enforcing co-presence or separa- 
tion of social actors. For example, the disciplinary power of institutions such as 
prisons, asylums, and schools is based upon the routinization of certain patterns 
of co-presence within the prison and separation from the world at large (Fou- 
cault 1977; Giddens 1984). 

As these theorists argue, we can interpret the organization of space in com- 
plex societies as a means by which dominance is practiced and discipline is 
enforced. Dominance, as seen in early complex societies, may be characterized 
as the emergence of regionalized social practices (in Giddens’ sense) that shape 
social interaction between members of different groups. Such spatial segrega- 
tion serves to reproduce social inequality, dominance, and their linked ideo- 
logical principles by controlling co-presence and interaction, and, more 
specifically, by zoning locales and the social practices that occur in them. 
Regionalization enables the categorization of locales and practices, creating 
oppositions such as core-periphery, town-country, sacred-profane, elite- 
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commoner, frontstage-backstage. Dominance can be reproduced only when 
such distinctions and practices become routinized, and this can occur only 
when the material world is transformed to fix these practices actively in space. 

The nature of dominance relationships consequently can be studied by link- 
ing spatial organization to other evidence for social organization within a soci- 
ety.To return to the case study, we can now link changes in the built environment 
to altered daily routines and examine how daily routines of social action and 
interaction were shaped, transformed, and habitualized via alterations to the 
landscape. In the Pacific Coast, this theme links the history of the built environ- 
ment to evidence of changing social structure. 


BUILDING A SOCIAL WORLD 


The earliest sedentary villages of the Pacific Coast region are found during 
the Barra phase at about 1600 B.c. We have no solid evidence of the spatial 
organization of society for this period, however. For the succeeding periods 
some very good data on spatial organization are now available. Surveys show 
evidence of differences between settlements that reflect the development of 
regional political institutions and nascent social inequality soon after the be- 
ginning of the Locona phase. Within one of the larger settlements, Paso de la 
Amada, Clark and Blake have evidence of early public architecture dating to 
the Locona and Ocos phases (ca. 1400-1200 B.c.) from Mound 6, representing 
one of the earliest building sequences in Mesoamerica (Blake 1991; Blake et al. 
n.d.). 

The best-preserved structure in this sequence is Structure 4, a rectangular 
building with rounded ends whose preserved clay walls stand nearly a meter tall 
(Fig. 3).The structure is 22 m in length, 10 m in width, and stands on a platform 
with about 164 cu m of fill. Structure 4 lies in the middle of the Mound 6 
architectural sequence, overlying two earlier floors of similar shape and orien- 
tation (Blake et al. n.d.). 

The floors of other similarly shaped structures dating to the Early Pre- 
Classic have been found by Clark and Blake in the Mazatan region. Structure 2 
at Aquiles Serdan is also apsidal in shape, but only 6 by 4 m in size. The artifact 
assemblage is also similar to that of other excavated structures, so that Blake et 
al. (n.d.) believe that all of these structures are residential. In their opinion, 
Structure 4 in Mound 6 at Paso de la Amada is most likely the residence of a 
high-ranking person, possibly a chief. The artifacts of this mound contain a 
large number of decorated serving vessels, leading Blake and his colleagues to 
suggest that many of the activities at the location were public and possibly 
ceremonial. 
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Fig. 3 Paso de la Amada Structure 4, Mound 6. Photograph courtesy of Michael Blake. 


Other possible public constructions dating to the Early Pre-Classic may be 
located at El Mesak in Retalhuleu, Guatemala. Pye and Demarest (1991) report 
a mound 6.5 m in height located on the edges of the zone. They date the 
construction to late in the Ocos phase or early in the Cuadros phase. The 
identification of Mound 3 as ceremonial, and thus public, is based on its height 
and use of colored sands. Both aspects could, however, be products of the estua- 
rine setting of the mound, and a more careful evaluation of the claim must 
await publication of details. 

Significant alterations to the cultural landscape occur during the Cuadros 
and Jocotal periods (ca. 1200-900 B.c.). John Clark (personal communication, 
1989) reports a 10 m tall mound more than 200 m long at the site of El Silencio 
on the Coatan River. This and other long mounds dating to the Cuadros and 
Jocotal periods may be associated with Olmec-style sculpture in the region 
(John Clark, personal communication, 1989). 

By the beginning of the Middle Pre-Classic, there is a clear structure to the 
ways in which the environment is being modified. Widespread construction of 
monumental pyramidal mounds comes at 900 B.c., with the beginning of the 
Conchas phase. At this time, people in several sites in the Rio Naranjo region 
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Fig. 4 Map of the northern sector of La Blanca. 


constructed pyramidal mounds more than 15 m in height. The sites of La 
Zarca, Infierno, and Valle Lirio all have single large mounds dating to this phase. 
Mound 30a at Izapa should perhaps also be included in this group, as Izapa was 
probably a secondary center within the La Blanca polity (Love n.d.a).La Blanca 
has several mounds more than 5 m in height that appear to be ceremonial or at 
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Fig.5 La Blanca Mound 1. Photograph courtesy of Edwin M. Shook. 


least nonresidential (Fig. 4). The largest mound at the site was more than 25 m 
in height and 100 by 140 m at its base. Mound 1 was the largest construction 
ever built on the Pacific Coast of Guatemala and one of the largest of its time in 
Mesoamerica (Fig. 5). 

There are some clear spatial correlates of these early monumental mounds. 
First, the distribution of secondary centers that have monumental architecture 
coincides fairly well with the limits of the Conchas ceramic complex, stretch- 
ing from Izapa to the Rio Ocosito. It may well be that these mounds mark the 
periphery of the polity dominated by La Blanca. Second, at La Blanca there 
may have been attempts to define spatial clusters by use of large mounds. 

For La Blanca such spatial reconstructions are speculative. Many of the large 
mounds at La Blanca were severely damaged by road construction in 1972. 
Mound 1 was reduced to a stump, and many other large mounds were com- 
pletely leveled. Given this damage it is difficult to say anything definitive about 
planning. The regular or formal arrangements of monumental architecture at 
La Blanca were apparently minimal, however.The relationship between Mound 
1 and Mound 2 is the only one showing a significant directional orientation 
(magnetic north), and it is probable that a large plaza lay between them. The 
area west of Mound 1 was reported by Edwin Shook (personal communica- 
tion, 1983) to have had several large mounds, one of which supported a stela. 

The relationships between large mounds at La Blanca and the small mounds 
that surround them appear to me to be more significant, and I would suggest 
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Fig. 6 Central zone of Abaj Takalik (after Graham, Heizer, and Shook 1978; 1984 reprint 
with new map). 





that each of the large mounds is the shrine or temple of a residential group 
whose houses made up the small mounds around them. There is not enough 
direct evidence to establish such a pattern conclusively. 

Although Mound 1 at La Blanca was the largest construction in Pacific 
Guatemala, other centers also had large ceremonial constructions. Abaj Takalik, 
whose Olmec sculpture shows that it was a major center contemporary with 
La Blanca, probably also had architecture on a grand scale (Fig. 6). No major 
excavated structure at Abaj Takalik has yet been securely dated to the early 
portion of the Middle Pre-Classic, but Mound 5 may have been built at that 
time. My opinion, which is frankly speculative, is based partially on the size of 
the mound; where excavations provide secure dates, the largest mound con- 
structions in Pacific Guatemala are the earliest. In the Late Pre-Classic and later, 
monumental constructions combined smaller mounds arranged in formal groups. 
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Fig. 7 Preliminary plan of Ujuxte, based on aerial photographs and ground survey. 


140 


Ideology, Material Culture, and Daily Practice 


Support for an early placement of Mound 5 comes from the fact that excava- 
tions within 100 m of the mound yielded the only lots of early Middle Pre- 
Classic material yet found at the site. 

By the time of Ujuxte, spatial patterning had reached a zenith (Fig. 7). Ujuxte 
was in large part a planned city. Most of the city’s mounds have an orientation 
about 35 degrees east of magnetic north. There are also Late Pre-Classic groups 
within the city whose mounds have an orientation of 55 degrees east of north. 
Both large mounds and small residential mounds are laid out with regular, 
nearly gridlike spacing, creating streets and boulevards. 

The civic architecture of Ujuxte also follows a formal plan. The heart of 
Ujuxte’s ceremonial center consists of Mound 1 and the Mound 2 Complex. 
The Mound 2 Complex proper consists of seven mounds on a large platform. 
Mound 1 is southwest of the group and probably had its stairway on the south 
side. The plan of the entire complex, including a smaller version of Mound 1, 
is duplicated at the nearby secondary center of Chiquirines. The largest mound 
at Chiquirines has its stairway on the west side, however. The plan of the Mound 
2 platform is followed at the site of SM-142 as well, but lacks a large mound to 
the west. The SM-142 site might be classified as a tertiary center (Love n.d.c). 

Ujuxte has many spaces with evident restricted access. Other spaces are en- 
closed in different structured ways. South of Mound 2 lies a massive ballcourt 
formed by Mounds 3 and 4. Both Mound 4 and the adjacent Mound 5 have 
enclosed patios on their east sides. An enclosed elite residential area may also be 
present near the core of ceremonial buildings. The tallest residential mounds 
within Ujuxte lie in a zone bounded by large ceremonial mounds and a now- 
dry streambed. These mounds have extremely high densities of ground stone 
tools and large quantities of decorated ceramics. 


THE USE OF SCULPTURE IN STRUCTURED SPACE 


Monuments and Space 


The creation and use of monumental sculpture may also be usefully ana- 
lyzed from the perspective of zonation of routine practices (compare Grove, 
this volume). Much sculpture was created during the Middle Pre-Classic, and 
most of it is recognizably “Olmec.” I use the term Olmec solely as a stylistic 
label, without implying that the style has any geographical or ethnic connota- 
tions (see Love 1991). What is significant about Olmec sculpture in Pacific 
Guatemala is that it is found only at paramount sites such as Abaj Takalik and La 
Blanca. It thus marks them as distinctive places within their respective regions. 

Only two small pieces are known presently from La Blanca (Figs. 8, 9). A 
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Fig. 8 La Blanca Monument 1. Fig.9 La Blanca Monument 2. 
Photograph courtesy of Edwin M. Shook. 


stela once present at the site was reportedly smashed by local residents in the 
1970s. All three sculptural pieces come from a small area just west of Mound 1.The 
stela was reportedly set on top of a platform mound. The use of these unique 
features distinguishes this zone from the rest of the site. These facts suggest the use 
of sculpture to demarcate a restricted area of La Blanca as a ritual or sacred zone. 

Abaj Takalik has a large corpus of Olmec sculpture, including two colossal 
heads (Figs. 10, 11). At Abaj Takalik, sculpture may well have been used as 
exclusionary markers: Monuments 1 and 68 (Figs. 12, 13) are both located on 
stream banks that would have been natural approaches to the site. Given the 
limited distribution of Middle Pre-Classic ceramics at the site, it is possible that 
the entire settlement lay within these boundaries. Other Middle Pre-Classic 
sculptures are found within this occupation zone (e.g., Fig. 14), although all 
were reset in later times, which leaves us without further avenue for investiga- 
tion of Middle Pre-Classic patterning of sculpture within the site. 

There is at present no sculptural corpus from Ujuxte other than two minia- 
ture (ca. 15 cm tall) potbellies found in surface collections in 1993. Given Ujuxte’s 
immense size and its proximity to two great centers of sculptural production, 
Abaj Takalik and Izapa, this finding is strange. Smashed fragments from 
Chiquirines attest to the presence of sculpture near Ujuxte, and it is possible 
that Ujuxte once had sculpture that has been looted or destroyed. 
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Fig. 10 Abaj Takalik Monument 23. 





Fig. 11 Abaj Takalik Monument 16/17. 


Discussion 


It is a long way from Structure 4 at Paso de la Amada to the ceremonial core 
of Ujuxte. The changes witnessed in architectural forms in the course of a 
thousand years bear striking witness to the social and cultural elaborations of 
the time. They also tell us much about the ways in which social interaction was 
shaped and modified by the world of material things. 

In the Early Pre-Classic there were few attempts to shape the landscape.The 
modification of space was limited to the construction of dwellings on high 
ground. Some of these dwellings were apparently more elaborate than others 
and may have served as the scene of special actions or ritual acts. This is an 
important step, however, in that specific behaviors became fixed in space; they 
became associated with a locale. It was the first step toward segregating and 
regularizing activities in space. 
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Fig. 12 Abaj Takalik Monument 1. 





Things changed fundamentally at the beginning of the Middle Pre-Classic. 
Monumental architecture of the type constructed at La Blanca, Abaj Takalik, 
and other centers has several effects on social interaction. First, these monu- 
ments warp social space much more than earlier constructions; they modify 
daily routines. Daily action includes space and is constituted in the routine use 
of certain spatial paths. In the trivial sense, these new monuments occupy space 
and therefore prevent the continuation of any daily routine that previously 
included the space upon which they are built. In a more significant sense, they 
become reference points for regionalization and the social categorization of 
space. That is, they become pivots for spatial segregation based on direction, 
distance, or other contingent factors. This referential quality differs from the 
locales of previous times in the size and durability of these monuments. Giddens 
maintains that the disciplinary power of locales is based upon their fixity; the 
ability to transform the novel into the habitual is based in part on durability. 
The size and durability of these monuments is significantly greater than any- 
thing that previously existed in Mesoamerica. 
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Fig. 14 Abaj Takalik Monument 55. 
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Second, taken together, the monumental architectural constructions of the 
Middle Pre-Classic transformed and enlarged the concept of place. In the case 
of the Rio Naranjo, the monuments at La Blanca and its secondary centers 
appear to define the center and peripheries of a polity. If this was true, the 
effects on daily activities would have been significant. The scale of social inter- 
action would have been enlarged as the entire polity was materially redefined 
as a single locale. Thus an individual actor’s daily routine might take place over 
a much larger physical and social space, though the space itself is more highly 
segregated. Such alteration of routine is evident in the spatial segregation of 
labor, for instance, in the development of special-function sites (Love n.d.b). At 
the same time, the possibilities for regionalization become much more pro- 
nounced as the number of groups and activities within the locale increase. 
Disciplinary aspects come into play as agents with differing social identities are 
forced into routinized co-presence and simultaneously restricted in their inter- 
action with individuals and groups outside the locale’s boundaries. 

The built environment underwent another dramatic transformation during 
the time of Ujuxte. At this time, site planning was extended beyond the pri- 
mary regional center into the hinterland. Secondary and tertiary centers be- 
came microcosms of the regional capital, extending referential spatial 
categorization to a more detailed level. 

At Ujuxte itself, a very controlled social space was planned and constructed. 
Ceremonial zones of tightly clustered and precisely oriented mounds stand out 
clearly at the center of the city. Enclosed spaces, such as ballcourts and framed 
courtyards, were built within this precinct. Elite residences may be adjacent to 
the ceremonial core and segregated from the rest of the city. 

The gridlike construction of Ujuxte’s streets and avenues is especially sa- 
lient. The grid could serve obviously as a means of spatial classification: every 
building and house stands in a well-defined relationship to others. But a grid 
also constructs a very precise spatial path through the city. The routine daily 
paths of every person at Ujuxte necessarily conformed to the regimen of the 
grid and thus were disciplined by the layout of the city. 

A salient point in the above discussion is that, although much of the 
regionalization of space that took place in the Middle Pre-Classic was an- 
chored on “ceremonial architecture,” the social practices effected by this 
regionalization went far beyond ritual. Certainly these monuments were more 
than purely religious; they functioned as symbols of power, wealth, and prestige. 
More than that, however, their effect was to redefine all sorts of daily activities, 
including economic practices. 
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THE MICRO-SCALE: GROUP BOUNDARIES AND SOCIAL INTERACTION 


The Middle Pre-Classic in Pacific Guatemala was thus marked by the pro- 
nounced regionalization and categorization of space. These processes were linked 
to dominance in that they affected how and where social interaction occurred. 
The size and durability of monuments, both architectural and sculptural, served 
to fix these new routines by indelibly altering the landscape in which interac- 
tion occurred. 

Many types of space can be specifically linked to elite practices. Ritual pre- 
cincts were salient as space was carved up, and a key aspect of domination was 
undoubtedly the ways in which the elite controlled access to and use of these 
settings. Elite residential zones were also present, both in an urban-rural di- 
chotomy and the creation of elite residential zones within cities. The creation 
of these types of space had the net effect of constructing nonegalitarian forms 
of social interaction. 

If the nature of when and where social interaction took place became more 
structured, so too did the quality of face-to-face encounters. In this context it 
is useful to analyze the material culture of individual households and the ac- 
coutrements used by their residents in the course of daily life. The data for this 
analysis is uneven but does provide some general outlines that complement the 
picture painted above. 

Early Pre-Classic data suggest that there was little restriction on how various 
classes of material culture were distributed within society. Household assem- 
blages show much less differentiation than in the Middle Pre-Classic. The pres- 
ence of a ranked society is inferred from other lines of evidence, including 
settlement patterns, patterns of obsidian exchange, and the presence of craft 
specialization (Blake 1991; Blake et al. n.d.; Clark 1990, 1991; Clark and Blake 
1989; Clark and Salcedo Romero 1989; Clark, Lesure, and Perez Suarez n.d.). 

Data for the Middle Pre-Classic are similarly incomplete but nonetheless 
provide a consistent picture of significant social inequality. In addition to re- 
gional settlement data, excavations at La Blanca by Shook, Hatch, and myself, 
combined with Coe’s (1961) excavations at La Victoria and surface collections 
from 60 Conchas phase sites, provide evidence for the emergence of inequality 
at the household level (Love 1991, n.d.a). Two households at La Blanca show 
signs of wealth and high status not present at any other locations in the site or 
region. These indicators include jade, jewelry of polished mica, and higher 
percentages of fine white-paste pottery. 

These two households also have a unique array of decorative motifs on their 
pottery, including icons often labeled “Olmec.” I have proposed previously that 
these ceramic motifs, along with items of personal adornment such as jewelry, 
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were intended to mark social boundaries (Love 1991).They served as exclu- 
sionary tools that marked the emergent elite as a distinct group and erected 
symbolic social boundaries. 

The presence of these artifacts in domestic refuse deposits along with do- 
mestic pottery, the remains of meals, and broken tools suggests that they were 
part of daily life. They were used and lost in the course of ordinary practices. 
Although the precise social context of their use cannot be certain, such artifacts 
strongly suggest that symbolism of social identity and standing had become an 
important aspect of social interaction between and within the social groups 
constituting Rio Naranjo society. Such symbolism would have been instru- 
mental in affecting the quality of social interaction, that is, in distinguishing 
dominator from dominated and in signaling the behaviors appropriate to such 
social encounters. Rather than shaping the time and place of co-presence, such 
symbolic expression serves to shape the nature of the encounter. In so doing, it 
is a vital part of structuration and a means by which dominance reproduces itself. 

The data from Ujuxte are still being analyzed. Surface collections from 180 
domestic mounds show some evidence for the differential distribution of ceramic 
motifs and type of ground stone tools. While many ceramic motifs seen at La 
Blanca continue to be present at Ujuxte, there are also important changes in the 
domestic assemblages that may reflect a general decline in ritual at the household 
level and an increased emphasis on public ceremony in explicitly defined ritual 
settings. Figurines, for instance, are nearly omnipresent at Conchas-phase sites, but 
by the time of Ujuxte they had nearly ceased to exist. 


CONCLUSION 


The interpretations and data presented here are intended to do little more than 
outline some productive lines of inquiry that await exploration. The lines that de- 
velop will surely be influenced by fresh bodies of data emerging from ongoing 
projects on the Pacific piedmont and coastal plain. But while recognizing the im- 
portance of new data, we must also explore new theoretical alternatives that offer 
compelling avenues of interpretation and inspiration for empirical study. For in- 
stance, while I have emphasized the spatial aspects of the work flowing from 
Hagerstrand’s time-geography, the temporal aspects also need to be explored. At the 
same time social space was becoming more highly segregated during the Pre- 
Classic, the calendrical reckoning of time was also becoming more formalized and 
more elaborate. The disciplinary dimensions surrounding the control of time by the 
elite are enormous and had ramifications for every aspect of daily life. 

The social world that existed in Pacific Guatemala after the Middle Pre-Classic 
was vastly different from that which had existed previously. Power relationships, 
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reproduced and transformed over one thousand years, were more pronounced and 
more institutionalized than previously. Economic intensification had been achieved 
through an increased focus on maize agriculture, the rearing of the domestic dog, 
and specialization of labor (Love n.d.b). 

Over that time the world of objects had also changed. Material culture had 
shaped the situations in which people came into contact with one another, the 
ways in which they became co-present in space-time. It affected the quality of 
those interactions as well. Far from being simply symbolic of social change, chang- 
ing material culture remade the social world. 

The elaboration of ritual, ceremony, and official cosmology were without 
doubt very significant aspects of the newly created social world of the Middle 
Pre-Classic. But equally important, if not more so, were the transformed daily 
routines of every member of society. The structures of habitus created and 
transformed over the course of a thousand years were what constituted the 
culture and society of Mesoamerican civilization. 
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N THIS CHAPTER I ADDRESS CERTAIN questions concerning the reconstruc- 
] tion of Olmec ideology by focusing on an emerging body of data in which 

context, in a number of its various senses, is unusually well controlled. The 
specific archaeological contexts of monuments dating to the Early Pre-Classic 
(1200-900 B.c.), situated within larger spatial settings on the San Lorenzo pla- 
teau and at the hinterland site, Loma del Zapote, are the data to be examined. 
The ideology in question is clearly elite: the objects used in the inference are 
numerically quite rare, and their distribution within the sites is limited. The 
empirical basis of the definition of elites (Marcus 1992; Chase and Chase 1992) 
is the large-scale control of large quantities of imported rock, specialized pro- 
duction technologies, and the restricted manipulation of objects embodying 
ideological concepts. 

The contexts and settings presented illustrate the mutual involvement of 
ideological legitimation and economics as a basis of elite interests. The display 
of rulership may be directly associated with the control of two resources, water 
and stone. The use and regular reuse of exotic materials reflects Olmec pragma- 
tism in making important decisions affecting the display of ideology and its 
transformation through recycling. 

An intense in situ focus on monument erection physically associated with a 
constructed water channel, as yet not fully excavated, suggests control of water 
sources as one potential power base in a clearly nonegalitarian social context. 
Moreover, I suggest that an elite monopolized the use of exotic stone in its own 
monuments. Such limitation of the distribution of exotic stone, combined with 
the consistent evidence of reuse and reworking of old pieces, may well indicate 
that such materials were themselves sacralized. 
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The settings under consideration will show how, on a piece-by-piece basis, 
Olmec sculptures provide the individual strands of a conceptual framework 
about the earth and the cosmos; yet when the sculptures are organized into 
visual displays, the symbols and concepts they evoke can be arranged and rear- 
ranged to achieve a variety of messages and effects. Stone monuments, arranged 
in groupings, thus constitute statements about ideology, statements that per- 
mitted considerable variation in symbols and concepts. 


Artistic manifestations, analyzed mainly from the intrinsic meaning of the 
images, have from the beginning provided the characterization of the Olmec of 
southern Veracruz and Tabasco, the area from which the first large corpus of 
stone monuments was derived. Originally proposed rather casually by Stirling 
(1955), a “central Olmec myth” (Coe 1965) stood for many years as an unques- 
tioned reconstruction of elite ideology. Much of this reconstruction was neces- 
sarily based on the comparative analysis of individual monuments, most recovered 
almost by chance as they eroded out of the banks of ravines, or located by other 
fortuitous means without archaeological context. The reconstructed elite ide- 
ology was enhanced by ethnohistoric and ethnographic analogy. Interpreta- 
tions have been in effect imposed upon the Olmec, with no consistent 
methodology for testing any of them against each other or against a body of 
data beyond that of often individual objects widely separated in time and space. 
In a recent synthesis of major hypotheses regarding Olmec iconography, Coe 
shows how some interpretations have been modified and changed, and high- 
lights the speculative quality of what he hesitatingly calls “Olmec ideology” 
(1989). 

The focus on an “Olmec ideology” has remained central and has provoked 
debate on, first, what is Olmec, and second, what is ideology. If the “Olmec 
phenomenon” is geographically diverse, with its contexts varying from one 
area to another, it has also proven to be chronologically variable through its 
presumed span of at least one thousand years (among others, Berger, Graham, 
and Heizer 1967; Coe and Diehl 1980; Graham 1989; Grove 1984, 1989; Heizer, 
Drucker, and Graham 1968; Heizer, Graham, and Napton 1968; Lowe 1977, 
1989; Pina Chan 1958; Sharer 1978). Isolated finds, and even controlled survey 
and excavation at single sites, because of their relative rarity, have not provided 
a sample size adequate for broad, comparative generalization. Furthermore, 
Olmec studies have been significantly influenced by both the theoretical per- 
spectives and the substantive findings of research in other Mesoamerican areas 
and time periods. In consequence, earlier and later investigations and their re- 
spective conclusions may not be entirely comparable, and the “Olmec phe- 
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nomenon” comes to look increasingly elusive. Like Stark (1991), I believe that 
a fine-grained analysis is necessary to eliminate temporal depth as a possible 
cause of distress about “Olmec.” 

Unfortunately, ideas are not directly recoverable from archaeological remains, 
but must be reconstructed or inferred from the by-products or remnants of 
human behavior that presumably are generated or influenced by ideology. As 
Demarest (1989: 96) has pointed out, many explanations automatically assign 
chronological or causal priority for economic, social, and political institutions 
over ideology. Certainly this is true for interpretations of Olmec art that de- 
rived from an explicit Marxist perspective. Regardless of theoretical orienta- 
tion, the impact of ideology and its attendant rituals must be explored with 
scrupulously accurate chronological controls in order to establish sequentiality 
and to infer causality. Basic to this approach is rigorously defined archaeological 
context as a necessary point of departure. 

A major problem has been one of context or, more specifically, its absence. 
Like Olmec and ideology, context is a surprisingly ambiguous term with many, not 
entirely comparable, referents. It is a hierarchic term with a range from broad 
and general to highly specific; as such it is difficult to operationalize. Clearly an 
isolated monument, a chance find, has no context. Objects demonstrably or 
ostensibly from the same geographic location share at least that context, but if 
chronology is not simultaneously controlled, the context is of limited analytic 
utility. Objects comprising elements in a controlled sample will share that as a 
context, depending on how the sample was constructed. Ideally a “context” 
implies not only the single object, but those objects found together with it, 
including constructed architecture and/or modified landscapes, immediate or 
more remote. It also implies association with some individuals or groups: is the 
object widely distributed, with a variety of other objects, in numbers of differ- 
entiated spaces, or is its distribution restricted? Especially in nonegalitarian so- 
cieties, such questions address the nature of sociopolitical differentiation, 
including that of how we recognize and define an elite—the necessary first step 
in explaining how, perhaps, an elite comes into being (compare Love, this vol- 
ume). 

The problem arises, in the particular case of ideology because symbols can- 
not be interpreted in isolation; they necessarily derive their meaning as parts of 
a network or web of contrasts. For Olmec, the consistent identification of such 
complexes of symbols has been difficult, as noted above: it is often context, 
both archaeological and sociological, that provides the necessary network, which 
the investigator can then use to suggest some potential readings as more prob- 
able, as having more internal support, than other readings. 
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When specific contexts become available, the evidence from the specific 
location of objects is best situated in yet broader settings. Rapoport defines a 
setting as “a milieu which defines a situation, reminds occupants of the appropriate 
rules and hence of the ongoing behaviors appropriate to the situation defined 
by the settings, thereby making co-action possible” (1990: 12). Setting 1s indis- 
pensable for discussing the interplay of function and meaning and for defining 
social context. In reconstructing how activities are conducted and the way in 
which they are ordered on a larger scale, the study of very specific context leads 
to the definition of activities and activity systems that have key facets such as 
order or sequence, nature, and participation. Activities give shape to space 
(Rapoport 1990). 


SAN LORENZO TENOCHTITLAN AND ITS HINTERLAND 


Located in the municipality of Texistepec in southern Veracruz, the site called 
San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan by Stirling (1955) encompassed the plateau of San 
Lorenzo, the high ground of Tenochtitlan, and the community of Potrero Nuevo. 
Stirling implicitly recognized the difficulty in establishing site boundaries in 
this area because of the type of soil accumulation and ground cover. Stirling did 
not define individually bounded sites but rather a broad area where archaeo- 
logical remains were evident but not visually continuous on the surface. Today, 
on the basis of recent research, I would modify Stirling’s definition slightly, as 
the visibility problems have improved somewhat in the last 50 years. The great 
plateau of San Lorenzo, the Early Pre-Classic regional center, has evidence for 
habitation spilling down onto the terraced sides and into the lower lands. Evi- 
dence for Olmec occupation under the later period occupations of Tenoch- 
titlan certainly exists but is highly inaccessible at present, leaving the magnitude 
or importance of this focus unknown. Another important focus of population 
in the immediate hinterland is Loma del Zapote, located on the narrow band of 
elevated lands between two branches of an ancient river located 4.5 km south 
of the San Lorenzo plateau. Loma del Zapote includes the contemporary com- 
munity and ejido of Potrero Nuevo, some private lands, and the Tenochtitlan 
ejidal annex. With monumental architecture and stone monuments, Loma del 
Zapote newly proclaims its importance as an Early Pre-Classic site. 

The San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan Archaeological Project has benefited from 
work previously conducted in the area by Stirling (1955), Coe and Diehl (1980), 
and Beverido (n.d.). Basic to the explorations since 1990 are the detailed topo- 
graphic map, the regional aerial photographs and restitutions (Coe and Diehl 
1980), as well as detailed presentations of excavations and stratigraphy (Coe 
and Diehl 1980; Beverido n.d.). 
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The San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan Archaeological Project was developed on the 
basis of a theoretical focus differing significantly from those of previous explo- 
rations in the region. The emphasis from the beginning was explicitly on settle- 
ment pattern at both regional and community levels of analysis, that is, the 
documentation, and eventual explanation, of the differentiated use of space 
through time by a human population. Thus the goals have been the delineation 
and excavation of domestic, workshop, storage, and ceremonial areas of sites. 
Moreover, extensive regional surveys were designed to suggest, eventually, how 
center and hinterland were functionally interrelated. Investigation of the an- 
cient environment will facilitate explanation of landscape utilization for subsis- 
tence and other purposes—again, a focus on space as context, as shaping and 
being shaped by, differentiated human behavior. 

Several excavations therefore explored the contexts of monumental sculp- 
ture in order to date monuments and define the specific localities in which 
they were situated. These explorations have been highly productive and in one 
place were well guided by the detailed stratigraphic descriptions published by 
Coe and Diehl (1980). Fortunately, the contexts of several newly discovered 
monuments at Loma del Zapote were able to be explored with controlled 
archaeological excavations. Observations beyond what is possible solely from 
the style and iconography of the individual monuments can be submitted as 
evidence of how the Olmec may have perceived and expressed a conception of 
cosmic and earthly order. 


MONUMENT CONTEXTS AND SETTINGS 


Two areas on the San Lorenzo plateau will be examined here. The Group E 
setting of monumental features provides specific contexts from the central area 
of the plateau which may be related to rulership. Monument recycling activi- 
ties in Group D show evidence for stoneworking and sculptural transforma- 
tion. In the hinterland, the Loma del Zapote site provides two contexts of 
monuments excavated in situ as well as a newly discovered monument. 


The Group E Setting 


The area designated Group E is marked by the intersection of the B3, B4, 
C3, and C4 quadrants of the San Lorenzo plateau topographic map (Coe and 
Diehl 1980, 1: map 1),a clear hotspot of elite activity manifested in the vicinity 
of Laguna 8 (Fig. 1), and may be defined by the presence of the following 
features: 

(a) Monument 14, the largest tabletop throne (Grove [1973] modified the 
concept of altars to thrones) known in the corpus of Olmec art; it bears a 
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Fig. 1 Topographic map of the west central portion of the San Lorenzo plateau 
showing the location of Groups E and D and other features mentioned in the text. 
Drafted by Cesar Fernandez, based on Coe and Diehl 1980, 1: map 1. 


central figure within a niche on the front, a right lateral figure with jaguar paw 
headdress insignia, and a left lateral partial human head removed by a broad 
erasure and rectangular coffers (Stirling 1955). 

(b) Monument 61, a colossal head (Briiggeman and Hers 1970) situated ap- 
proximately 46 m southeast of Monument 14. 
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Fig. 2 Monument 77, a human-feline sculpture found in a ravine 
south of Group E. 


(c) Monument 62, found next to Monument 61; this is a fragment of a pos- 
sible circular monument (Briiggeman and Hers 1970). 

(d) The possible origin point of the 171 m long basalt aqueduct line (Coe and Diehl 
1980; Krotser 1973); several other monuments were associated with it at one 
time (such as Monuments 9, 52, and 77). 

(e) Monument 9, the duck fount (Stirling 1955). 

(f) Monument 52, an alleged rain deity with a hollowed troughlike interior 
(Coe and Diehl 1980: 361-363). 

(g) Monument 77, a human-feline supernatural sculpture recently discovered 
near the aqueduct and probably related to it (Cyphers 1992b, n.d.c) (Fig. 2). 

This particular area provides a special study case since archaeological exca- 
vations on the aqueduct (Coe and Diehl 1980; Krotser 1973; Cyphers n.d.d), 
on Monuments 61 and 62 (Briiggeman and Hers 1970), and at the Monument 
14 location (Cyphers 1992b, n.d.d) provide archaeological information on spe- 
cific context. 

Any consideration of this area immediately raises the question of the antiq- 
uity of Laguna 8, a prominent central surface feature. Although Krotser pro- 
posed it as a source of water for the aqueduct (1973: 48), recent explorations in 
and around Laguna 8 show that this large pond postdates the Early Formative 
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occupation and may, in fact, have altered some Early Pre-Classic features such 
as the context of Monument 52. Placed directly on the ancient ground surface, 
the main aqueduct line is located at 2.65 m below surface at Station 0+65, near 
Monument 52, which was reported at a depth of 1.4 m (Coe and Diehl 1980: 
361 and fig. 83). Even though the hollowed-out form of Monument 52 may 
seem morphologically related to the trough stones of the aqueduct, this sculp- 
ture itself was not found in primary context when discovered in 1968, but had 
been disturbed either when Laguna 8 was dug out after the Pre-Classic period 
or at some time subsequent to this. 

The reconstruction of the ancient topography shows that the aqueduct and 
Monument 61 were at the same level. This ancient surface rises north of Monu- 
ment 14, dipping slightly to the level of Monuments 61 and 62 and the aque- 
duct, and then rising again immediately south of the main aqueduct line where 
the proposed feeder lines, or possibly overflow drains, were found. As we see it 
today, the ground surface does not resemble its Pre-Classic configuration mainly 
because of the large-scale alteration represented by Laguna 8. 

In the Group E setting, several key contexts were clustered together within 
a maximum distance of 75 m of each other. The first of these is the aqueduct. 
East of the final trough located by Krotser, a ditch, designed to hold the troughs 
as they neared the water source, became apparent and was followed 18 m east- 
ward. Even though the 1993 expedition did not locate the origin point of the 
aqueduct, the change in width and depth of the ditch indicate that explorations 
are undoubtedly close to it. A spring or well might be the ultimate source of 
sweet water for the aqueduct (Cyphers 1992b). Another season of exploration 
should confirm or disprove this as well as Krotser’s proposal of an ancient bur- 
ied laguna (1973). 

Curiously, the newly discovered continuation of the aqueduct line, as an 
orange clay-filled ditch without trough stones, may never have been finished 
and dedicated. Or perhaps the missing section was removed for other reasons, 
including possible termination rites causing the cessation of the system. I hope 
that future excavations can clarify these questions. 

Through the diligence of Coe and Diehl (1980), the original location of 
many monuments already removed from the site were marked on their map 1. 
One of these, Monument 14, was plotted in the northeastern corner of Laguna 
8. Stirling (1955: 15) reports that during most of the year, the piece was sub- 
merged and became visible during the dry season when the water level in the 
laguna dropped. In 1993 explorations at the Monument 14 location revealed 
that, despite both Stirling and Medellin’s work there in exposing and removing 
the estimated 28-ton throne, large portions of the ancient context remained 


162 


From Stone to Symbols 


intact. The throne may originally have rested on the floors described below. 

Explorations found the edge of the floor and penetrated well into Laguna 8. 
Nevertheless, the presence of a red sand-plastered standing mud wall at the 
north of the excavations defines one side of a construction, possibly a walled 
patio, in which the throne was situated. Photographs in the National Geo- 
graphic Archives suggest that the base of the throne faced south-southeast to- 
ward the water source of the aqueduct and Monument 61, the colossal head. 
Numerous vessel offerings were found on the yellow sand floor. Below it, rest- 
ing on a red sand-plastered floor only a few centimeters below, were numerous 
vessels, broken figurines, and evidence of burning of human and animal bone. 
Of particular interest are burnt secondary bone offerings identified as human 
infant and bird, perhaps suggesting some kind of sacrifices. 

In the Group E setting, several characteristics of the contexts suggest the 
existence of dedication and termination rituals (see Freidel and Schele [1989] 
on the Maya). The resurfacing of the red patio with yellow sand was preceded 
by the placement of objects such as vessels and ritual sacrifices; perhaps one day 
it will be possible to define these past actions as accession or enthronement 
rituals, offerings to the ancestors or calendrical ceremonies. At the time of 
abandonment, the yellow floor was littered with vessels and figurines. Monu- 
ment 14 may have been turned on its back as part of the same event, but 
unfortunately we have no way of knowing this because the piece was removed 
from context. 

In a similar fashion, Monument 61, the colossal head, was found resting on 
its left side and facing west toward the aqueduct. Monument 62, found next to 
it, may have been utilized in the levering and maneuvering operations when it 
was tipped over. Because of the mottled stratum it was found in, Briiggeman 
and Hers (1970) suggested that the head was deposited in a large pit, but strati- 
graphic maps provided by Hers, photographs from the 1970 excavations, and 
recent tests do not show the existence of such a feature. The head may have 
rested on the original Early Pre-Classic ground surface. 

Proposed as ancestors, rulers, shamans, warriors, and ballplayers (Bernal 1969; 
Clewlow et al. 1967; Clewlow 1974; Coe 1965, 1972; de la Fuente 1975; Pina 
Chan and Covarrubias 1964; Stirling 1955; Westheim 1963; Wicke 1971), the 
colossal heads from San Lorenzo have never before been considered in context. 
Monument 61 is a unique colossal head for two reasons. First of all, its strati- 
graphic position is known, and second, unlike Monuments 53 and 2 from San 
Lorenzo which are clearly recarved from thrones (Porter 1989), it seems to 
have been originally sculpted from a boulder. Although not without cupping, it 
is the most perfectly conserved head known from San Lorenzo, a fact that, 
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when considered in conjunction with the setting in which it was found, points 
to a possible first phase carving located in situ. Following Stirling’s original 
evaluation of these heads as portraits (1955), Monument 61 located only some 
45 m from the throne (Monument 14), suggests that this may indeed be a 
portrait perhaps of a ruler, his predecessor, or ancestor. The consistency of the 
colossal head category, despite the individuality represented in each one, and 
the repetitive form of rectangular tabletop thrones with frontal niches and per- 
sonages, reinforce the belief that the office of ruler was institutionalized. 

This description of the Group E setting shows the interpenetration of fe- 
lines, water, and rulership. Monuments 52 and 77 have morphological felinelike 
traits, and their shape indicates a relationship to the aqueduct system. Child and 
bird sacrifices, as seen between red and yellow floors at Monument 14, are 
known ethnohistorically for Central Mexico and for the Maya (Broda 1971; 
Gonzalez 1985; Marquez and Schmidt 1984; Roman Berrelleza 1990; Ruz 
1968;Thompson 1970). Several Olmec monuments relate children and dwarfs 
with water, rulership, and felines. In LaVenta Altar 5, the niche figure with three 
raindrops in his headdress holds an inert infant; lateral narrative relief shows 
adults holding active infants. The highly mutilated Monument 20 from San 
Lorenzo has a central niche figure holding a child. Monument 18 from San 
Lorenzo and Monument 2 from Potrero Nuevo show dwarfs, fantastic beings 
related to water (Covarrubias 1957). 

Further archaeological evidence for this association comes from burials. Even 
though a possible burial, now entirely disintegrated, may have been present in 
front of La Venta Altar 4 (Drucker 1952: 23-26), the closest comparison can be 
made with the table-top throne of Chalcatzingo excavated in situ with associ- 
ated architectural patio and sacrificial burials (Fash 1987).This monument ful- 
filled a dual function, that of throne and mortuary monument. Of a total of 16 
Cantera phase burials, five are children and one is an infant. Fash relates the 
child sacrifice there to later period rites of rain, water, fertility, and mountains. 
Consistent and recurrent evidence for child burials near thrones points to sac- 
rifice, a repetitive ritual event associated with rulership and the patron super- 
natural. The Chalcatzingo throne is located approximately 100 m west of the 
E] Paso stream and its 7 m high diversion dam (Grove and Cyphers 1987: 41). 
The proximity of the monument to a water control structure parallels the con- 
text described for Monument 14 at San Lorenzo with its proximity to the 
aqueduct. 

Based on the context discussed, the rituals and symbolism of rulership were 
intimately linked to the figure of a patron water supernatural. It is not unrea- 
sonable to infer that these rulers regulated water control systems and, by exten- 
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sion, the water itself. The so-called were-jaguar symbolism and the syncretic 
feline-human metamorphosing bodies thus express a link between water, ruler, 
and patron supernatural. 

It is misleading to assume, even implicitly, that given San Lorenzo’s location 
in the humid tropics, its inhabitants would have faced a relatively uniform physical 
environment in which considerations of water would not have been especially 
challenging to survival. Preliminary analyses of the Olmec period topography 
have strongly suggested that comparatively slight differences of land elevation 
and water table may have significantly affected the settlement pattern, almost 
certainly because such differences account for variation in productivity and/or 
security. The rhythms of the Olmec environment have to do with water in all 
its manifestations. Rain, fluvial systems, and the water table were all aspects that 
the elite sought to control one way or another.The prediction of rain may have 
been the most difficult aspect of their job, but control of groundwater was well 
within their grasp. Pure water was important for ceremony (Krotser 1973) as 
well as for drinking purposes. 

The existence of multiple drain systems at San Lorenzo suggests that the 
position and depth of the water table were highly variable, making any high 
point in the water table a circumscribed resource. This is true in the region 
today where the norias are the prized source of drinking water. The implica- 
tions of the control of drinking water are obvious and multiple. Beyond the 
initial labor investment to procure the material, manufacture the troughs, and 
build the channels, subsequent social relations had to be organized for its con- 
tinued maintenance. As a probable source of pure drinking water used not just 
for ritual purposes but also, more significantly, for generalized human con- 
sumption, the aqueduct was an integral material component of an economic, 
social, and political mechanism for the distribution of water. Water distribution 
systems often function with stipulations of maintenance responsibilities for partici- 
pants and, for nonparticipants, the creation of debts in exchange for water. Water 
debts can form the basis for the control of social labor, as exists in the region today. 


Group D Setting 


Located west of the central area of the plateau, Group D is well known as 
the site of the explorations conducted by Coe and Diehl (1980), which discov- 
ered seven in situ monuments at the B3-17 location. Their investigations around 
B3-17 concentrated on the exposure and definition of the stratigraphic posi- 
tion of these monuments, an extraordinary discovery of datable Olmec monu- 
ments. In 1991 the San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan Archaeological Project examined 
this area as a possible locus for additional stratigraphic excavations. As testing 
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Fig. 3 View of the 1992 excavations of B3-17 on Group D showing two new large 
stones awaiting recycling. Previous excavations by Coe are located to the right. 


proceeded, the structural features noted by Coe and Diehl were noted to have 
been associated with suggestive evidence of stoneworking. Accordingly, I de- 
cided to explore this structure more extensively in the following field season. 
These 1992 excavations revealed not only the extent of the edifice but also four 
additional large worked stones, numerous fragments, small debitage, and tools. 

Excavations were conducted on all sides of the seven monuments (23, 34, 
37,38, 40, 41, 43) bringing to light several more worked stones. West of Monu- 
ments 34 and 23, an immense broken bottle-shaped column, a large rectangular 
stone, and a peculiar rectangular basalt, slablike stone with multiple depressions 
were found resting on or inserted into the red sand-plastered floor, along with 
abundant flakes, medium-sized fragments, and tools (Fig. 3). Along the east side 
of Cut 2 of Coe and Diehl’s Monument 23 Excavations, the continuation of 
the red floor and more sculpture fragments were found. To the north, a large 
stone in process of reduction and reshaping was found outside the structure 
and associated with numerous by-products, tools, and abrasives. Numerous whole 
vessel offerings, including pots with Calzadas motifs, were interspersed among 
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the rocks and may be interpreted as evidence of the continued sacredness of 
the rock, even as it was being recycled. 

On Group D alone, a total of 39 broken “monuments” have been located 
(Stirling 1955; Coe and Diehl 1980; Beverido n.d.; Cyphers 1992b, n.d.a, n.d.b, 
n.d.d). There are six sculptures in-the-round, 12 flat rectangular stones (stelae, 
lapidas, flat broken pieces), 11 architectural elements (columns, troughs, benches, 
and slabs of sedimentary rock), and ten sizable fragments. Monuments were 
stored here while awaiting their recarving. The amount of workshop material, 
such as flakes, abrasives, and tools, suggests that reworking was conducted at this 
locality, less than 100 m west of the C3 “Basalt Workshop” (as labeled on Coe 
and Diehl 1980, 1: map 1), most likely a discard area where more than 6 tons of 
largely basalt with some metamorphic waste has been recovered. 

The architectural context of the monuments discussed above is particularly 
important because three separate structures, located about 25 m apart, seem to 
form a group of related dwellings. West of B3-17, where the sculptures and 
fragments were found, is a red-floored, mud-walled structure carefully delim- 
ited by a lightly sloping cobbled pavement. East of B3-17 is the Red Palace, 
located at the site of Monument 57. Even the limited exposure of about 60 sq 
m of the red floor, including only one edge to the structure, shows that a 
sculpted basalt column must have functioned as a roof support. Step-coverings 
and limestone and bentonite slabs found collapsed in the structure seem to 
indicate their architectural use. This structure, based on its construction fea- 
tures, is clearly elite. Interestingly, there is a probable thick rammed-mud wall 
running from the western edge of the Red Palace toward B3-17, forming a 
possible enclosure for the sculpture workshop. The C3 Basalt Workshop is found 
just 50 m east of the Red Palace. These data seem to indicate that the recarving 
activity and specific kinds of stoneworking were “attached” both physically and 
socially to elite patrons (Brumfiel and Earle 1987). 

There is at present no evidence of where primary carving of monuments 
took place—whether stone would have arrived at San Lorenzo in partially or 
even in completely finished form.The elite group that consumed, and presum- 
ably commissioned, these sculptures would have dictated their contents. The 
presence at Group D of large rocks and of sculptures, in process of or awaiting 
recarving, implies that the restricted contexts, physical and sociological, of stone 
sculpture in exotic materials were retained even when individual pieces had 
“outlived their usefulness” and were destined for recycling. As noted above, the 
association of monumental stone sculpture—necessarily in exotic materials that 
would have incurred high transport costs—with a sociopolitical elite evidently 
sacralized the stone itself. 
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The convergence of the pragmatic—a scarce resource, obtainable only at a 
distance (Coe and Fernandez 1980) and enormously demanding of labor in its 
transport—with the symbolic is both striking and not expected. Quite obvi- 
ously, given its relative expense, such materials would have been systematically 
reused and fragments hoarded. At different levels of inclusiveness—from grind- 
ing and pounding stone conserved in most households excavated on the pla- 
teau, through smaller sculptural pieces reworked in another workshop in the 
southwestern A4 sector, to the large pieces recarved at Group D—the recycling 
of this resource seems to have been consistent within the community. 


Loma del Zapote Settings 


Located about 3 km south of the San Lorenzo plateau, Loma del Zapote is 
the secondary settlement focus in the San Lorenzo hinterland (Fig. 4).The site 
includes the ejido of Xochiltepec y Anexos, the private ranch “El Azuzul” and 
others, and the ejidal annex of Tenochtitlan. It is characterized by extensive 
habitation, monumental public and transportation architecture, large-scale work- 
shops, and monumental sculpture. 

The archaeological site overlies the elevated lands north of the juncture of 
two ancient river courses. The present-day estuary, known as E] Azuzul, is part 
of an ancient river course that once pertained to the Coatzacoalcos River sys- 
tem. Early Pre-Classic occupation follows closely along this ancient course in a 
linear fashion, as evidenced by the monumental earthworks at Loma del Zapote 
and Potrero Nuevo.The Loma del Zapote site is strategically located at the fork 
of two rivers to take advantage of transportation and communication. 

The following discussion touches upon monumental sculpture from three 
areas on the Loma del Zapote site. Two contexts were archaeologically investi- 
gated, and a third is a fortuitously discovered key sculpture. These monuments 
form an important basis for interpretation, and the fact that this is hinterland 
site of the regional center at San Lorenzo makes the contrast even more inter- 
esting. 

The first case is a new monument from Loma del Zapote (Cyphers 1992a, 
1992b) (Fig. 5). Although it has no context, it is important for clues it gives 
about function. It is a decapitated and dismembered human sculpture, seated 
with one leg crossed and the other one hanging down, and therefore had to be 
positioned on an elevated surface. With one arm held up and the other for- 
ward, the sculpture is strikingly similar to the highly adorned figure of Painting 
No. 1 of Oxtotitlan cave, which is seated upon the stylized earth-monster im- 
mediately above the cave mouth (Grove 1970). Perhaps this monument was 
designed to be placed atop a stone throne. The position of the arms recalls the 
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Fig. 4 Regional map showing the location of Loma del Zapote in relation to the San 


Lorenzo plateau. Drafted by Cesar Fernandez. 
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Fig.5 Monument 11 as it was found, Loma del Zapote. 


possibilities suggested for the ratcheted articulations of Monument 34 from 
San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980: 343). 

Second, the discovery of the Rancho Azuzul sculptures on the Loma del 
Zapote site (Leén and Sanchez 1991-92) provides convincing evidence that 
Olmec sculptures were arranged in ensembles to display themes and events 
scenically. Four monumental sculptures occur on the southern side of the Azuzul 
acropolis at the juncture of the upper and lower stages of the man-modified 
hillside. Two distinct types of monuments occur here. To the west, positioned 
one behind the other and facing east, are two nearly identical human figures 
(Figs. 6, 7).To the east and northeast of these are two nearly identical felines. All 
these monuments were originally positioned on a pavement at the corner of 
monumental public architecture. 

Each and every monument on the Azuzul Acropolis is spectacular because 
they are all largely intact and extraordinarily well preserved, making the an- 
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Fig. 6 The twin human sculptures and small feline of the Azuzul Acropolis, Loma del 
Zapote. 


Fig. 7 Oblique view of the large 
feline located just a few meters 
from the twins and small feline, 
Azuzul Acropolis, Loma del 
Zapote. 
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cient setting in this place of incalculable historic value. As they must have been 
viewed in ancient times, they undoubtedly formed a spectacular sight when 
seen by people disembarking at the nearby river. Each human figure with clas- 
sically Olmec features measures one meter tall. Both sculptures are identical in 
size and form, with only a slight difference evident in the facial characteristics, to 
the same degree that “identical twins” are really exact copies of each other. Repre- 
senting young males, each figure is similarly mutilated to erase probable identifying 
insignia on the headdress. Holding ashort bar, each twin stares ahead in a forwardly 
inclined seated position that gives the impression of imminent movement. 

More differences between the two felines can be described than between 
the human twins. Nevertheless, the overall form and shape of both felines obey 
the same concept or canon.The differential sizes of the feline sculptures are the 
most notable contrast between them (1.20 m and 1.64 m high respectively), 
with details of the mouth and teeth as well as finely engraved lines marking 
minor differences. Several traits, such as the stilted posture, hammer marks, and 
vestiges of remnant surfaces, indicate that these felines are recarved monuments 
(Cyphers and Botas 1994; Cyphers 1992b). Unfortunately, there is no good 
hint to the nature of the earlier phase sculptures. Recalling Furst’s treatise on 
human-to-jaguar transformations—“the jaguar beneath” (1968)—recarving 
monuments into felines may be viewed as a metaphor for shamanistic animal 
transformations, a perception in accord with animistic interpretations of Pre- 
Classic religion (Pohorilenko 1977; Marcus 1989). 

The physical arrangement and characteristics of human figures and felines 
bear uncanny symbolic resemblances to later period myths from the Maya and 
Central Mexican cultures about twins and jaguars. Like the young heroic twin 
gods of the Popol Vuh (Edmonson 1971) who are associated with sun and light, 
these twins face east, the direction of sunrise and the first source of light. The 
jaguar associations with Quiché kingship seem to be echoed by the felines and 
are reminders that feline-ruler connections have been documented throughout 
Mesoamerican prehistory (among others, Coe 1972; Matos 1984; Thompson 
1970; Schele and Freidel 1990). 

Perhaps the parallels are mere coincidence, or perhaps this scene represents a 
very ancient myth that dates to the Early Pre-Classic. Associated with public 
architecture, the scene may be interpreted as a vestige of a ritual reenactment in 
which monuments were utilized to portray a possible historical or mythical 
event with astronomical significance or symbolism. The lack of dedicatory of- 
ferings with the four sculptures may indicate that this is an abandoned visual 
display, an explanation that does not negate the possibility that it is a ritually 
dedicated offering. 
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The third case is the excavation of a monument in situ on the western edge 
of the Loma del Zapote site (Los Treinta locality). Decapitated and dismem- 
bered, the human torso was at one time seated or kneeling. As found, it was 
facing directly west toward the setting sun (Fig. 8). Propped on a pedestal of 
sedimentary rocks, it was located on the eastern edge of a structure. The first 
bentonite pavement, a well-made surface with curious faced stones forming 
lines and canals, was covered by a later bentonite pavement. Between the two 
pavements, two secondary burials without offerings were recovered. One was 
partially disturbed by a later intrusion, but the other was completely sealed 
between the pavements. Perhaps that of a sacrificial victim, the burial includes 
skull and feet that are 2-3 m from the flexed limbs and articulated bones of the 
torso. Evidence for other associated rituals comes from a nearby shallow circu- 
lar feature 3 m in diameter which is reminiscent of ritual baths. Interestingly, 
later period intrusions of pottery vessels around the monument show that it 


Fig. 8 Front view of Monument 
5, a decapitated and mutilated 
human torso wearing a cape and 
pectoral, excavated at the Los 
Treinta locality of the Loma del 
Zapote site. 
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was subject to periodic offerings through time. 

This monument and its specific context add another note of diversity to 
settings and at the same time shows the multidimensional aspects of monument 
mutilation (see also Grove 1981; Porter 1989). In contrast to the display at 
Rancho El Azuzul, this monument was brutally mutilated, sacrificed to, and 
then set in its final display where it was subject to continuing ritualistic activi- 
ties through time. 


CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 


To summarize, scenic display, recycling, and rulership revolve about a gen- 
eral concept of transformation.The specific processes of material and symbolic 
transformation discussed here point to a changing, fluctuating, or cyclical mi- 
lieu in San Lorenzo society. The transformation of objects and concepts, a 
time-consuming and labor-intensive business, entailed work in planning, pro- 
duction, and redistribution. Recycling and scenic displays went hand in hand 
to create definite social obligations and organizations. Because transformed sym- 
bols used repetitively in rites were relocated for celebrations, ceremonies and 
their accompanying labor obligations were likely predictable events, even though 
their ideological content may have varied according to the needs perceived by 
the elite. Scenic display fomented the integration and participation of all sec- 
tors, creating a reproductive Olmec social identity. Ritual reenactment of mythical 
or historical dramas using sculpture and architecture permitted the Olmec suc- 
cessfully to combine ceremony, rulership, and cosmology. 


This chapter has offered a broader and more precise concept of context for 
the analysis of Olmec monumental sculpture in relation to postulated ritual 
behavior and the associated social and belief systems. In contrast to the fre- 
quently faute-de-mieux attempts to reconstruct an underlying ideology through 
the iconography of single objects often only loosely anchored in time and 
space, I suggest, in however preliminary a form, a potential methodology for 
generating interpretative statements that can be tested against each other and 
against an enormously expanded body of data. 

It is apparent that the spatial context of monumental sculptures regularly 
included other such sculptures. This observation raises the probability that the 
“meanings” of each piece may have been multivocal, modifiable in terms of 
what other pieces were placed where and in what association with it. An iso- 
lated piece would thus convey one set of possible symbolic significances; that 
same piece relocated to an architectural setting could acquire a different set of 
meanings. Associated offerings, moreover, may help to differentiate meanings— 
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are they, for instance, apparently one-time or repetitive?-—and potentially shed 
light on conceptions of history. It is one thing to plug in the ethnohistorically 
documented (for other peoples and much later times) view of history as cycli- 
cal and repetitive, quite another to point to a series of offerings or repeated 
architectural modifications as direct material evidence of such a conception. 

Attention to spatial context similarly permits interpretation of other aspects 
of Olmec culture. The restriction of monumental sculpture to only certain 
areas within a site not only documents and helps to confirm the nonegalitarian 
nature of society (a long-standing interpretation clearly based on other evi- 
dence as well), but suggests a specific elite power base that can be investigated. 
Control of water, in this case drinking water, is implicated in the association of 
sculptural groups with a carefully fashioned canal line with troughs of im- 
ported stone. This point may be important especially in view of the conven- 
tional assumption that, in the human Gulf Coast environment, water is seldom, 
if ever, a limiting factor. 

Chronological context, from the perspective of this chapter, may also influ- 
ence meaning and must be taken into account as we attempt to infer or recon- 
struct such meaning. If the symbolic significance of any monument is modifiable 
by its association with other monuments, it then follows that a piece may “mean” 
one thing at one time, something quite different at another. The San Lorenzo 
Tenochtitlan Archaeological Project has documented the regular, systematic 
reuse, recarving, and recycling of stone sculpture. Understandable intuitively— 
the necessary raw materials are exotic and their procurement was relatively 
expensive in direct labor costs and the more indirect costs of maintaining cer- 
tain types of sociopolitical institutions—this observation has still wider impli- 
cations. The storage spaces and workshops involved in such undertakings are 
also spatially restricted, associated physically and by extension socially with elite 
buildings. There would clearly have been a supporting, justifying ideology in 
association with this behavior. Less directly perhaps, I imply that the material 
itself was in some sense sacralized and thus conserved and curated for reuse. 
Because any such recarvings would have altered symbolic meaning, one won- 
ders about the specific histories of particular monuments and speculates on the 
extent to which such meanings may have been cumulative. 

Persistence of a single belief system over a time span of some one thousand 
years and across an enormous and diverse geographic expanse would be un- 
likely. Within even any single Olmec site there would have been a distinctive 
history of social, political, economic, and religious changes, and, accordingly, 
variation would be expected in the relative size and status of social groups and 
institutions at any site. Whatever sort of interrelationship between social groups 
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and belief systems or ideologies that existed seems predictably variable at the 
intrasite as well as intersite levels. It becomes fruitless to attempt to reconstruct 
a single overarching “Olmec ideology”; the stylistic and formal variability that 
makes it so difficult to specify an “Olmec style” is in fact telling us something. 
In view of these considerations, the increased attention to context as advocated 
here could help to detail this variability and thus eventually help to explain it. 
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Pre-Classic Cityscapes: Ritual Politics 
among the Early Lowland Maya 
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DAVIDSON COLLEGE 


Religious change from particularism to greater universalism has its 
own momentum rather than being a mere correlate or after-effect of 
other transformations. (Werbner 1977: xxiii) 


HE THEMES OF THIS VOLUME FIND strong resonances in two of the most 
dynamic facets of recent Maya archaeology, research into ancient Maya 
ideology and investigations of the roots of Maya civilization. Field- 

work carried out from the mid-1970s onward has dramatically altered our 
ideas about the size and complexity of Late Formative lowland Maya centers. 
Initial discovery of Late Formative monumental architecture at Uaxactun! 
(Ricketson and Ricketson 1937) was amply confirmed by substructures en- 
countered in the North Acropolis trench at Tikal (W. R. Coe 1965). Further 
discoveries of substantial Late Formative public architecture are now well known 
from Cerros, Komchén, Cuello, Nakbe, El Mirador, Tikal, Uaxactun, Lamanai, 
and elsewhere (Fig. 1). In most cases the associations of these structures are 
hard-won, being often buried beneath later construction phases, but a few sites— 
Cerros (Robertson and Freidel 1986; Scarborough 1991a), Cuello (Hammond 
1991), Komchén (Andrews and Ringle 1992), and El Mirador (Dahlin 1984; 
Matheny and Matheny 1990)—are largely free of later overburden and provide 
some insight into community organization during the period. Settlement sur- 
veys at several sites have shown that Late Formative occupations frequently eclipse 


' Although the earliness of E-VII-Sub was appreciated at the time, further excavations 
were undertaken in 1940 to confirm this. The exploratory trench into E-VII-Sub yielded 
a surprisingly small number of sherds, 29 of 30 being Chicanel (Smith 1955: 20). 
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Fig. 1 Map of the Maya Lowlands showing major archaeological sites (after Andrews 
1990: map 1.1, used with permission of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane 
University). Courtesy of E. W. Andrews V. 
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those of the Early Classic period and occasionally even Late Classic densities. 

In addition, recent research has imparted a deeper appreciation for the so- 
phistication and considerable ancestry of early Maya ritual. One striking fea- 
ture of what we know of Formative ritual life is the degree of continuity it 
exhibits with that of later times. Iconographic studies have demonstrated the 
Pre-Classic roots of many facets of Classic period ritual practice: human sacri- 
fice (Laporte and Fialko 1990, 1995; Hammond, Clarke, and Estrada Belli 1992: 
42; Hammond, this volume), deities such as the “Jester God” (Fields 1991; Freidel 
1990), costume (Freidel and Andrews n.d.), and office (Freidel and Schele 1988). 
In the best of cases we can reconstruct at least some aspects of the Late Forma- 
tive belief system (Schele and Freidel 1990: chap. 3). Aspects of temple archi- 
tecture and decoration likewise continue into the Classic period, and excavations 
have demonstrated that in some cases Formative sacred places endured for cen- 
turies, good examples being the North Acropolis and Mundo Perdido of Tikal. 
This suggests that early in their history the Maya developed certain organiza- 
tional principles, and certain ways of symbolically expressing them, which were 
flexible enough to order the significantly more complex societies of the Clas- 
sic and Post-Classic periods. 

My own perspective on the themes of this volume has been heavily influ- 
enced by the opportunity to do fieldwork at two Formative sites, Komchén in 
northwest Yucatan (E. W. Andrews V, director) and El Mirador in Guatemala 
(Bruce H. Dahlin, director). But it is the architecture and site layout of the 
Classic period site of Ek Balam, where George Bey and I have been working 
for a number of years, that stimulated my interest in site layout and caused me 
to reexamine earlier sites. | maintain that the clear continuities between the 
Formative and Classic sites are due in part to the persistence of segmentary 
organization among many Maya polities. As several commentators have noted, 
ritual tends to play a prominent political role in such societies because central- 
ized political leadership is often weak and bureaucracies underdeveloped 
(Southall 1988; Wolf 1982). Organization is typically pyramidal, with consider- 
able replication of functions. Thus one reason that early urban templates could 
persist was that later growth was largely additive and did not force a drastic 
hierarchical restructuring of society. 


GENERAL COMMENTS ON RITUAL AND IDEOLOGY 


In this chapter I consider the generative role of ritual and religion in the rise 
of Maya civilization. The majority of recent discussions on the topic empha- 
size the coercive nature of ideology, religion and ritual being seen mainly as 
vehicles for elite legitimation and propaganda. While there can be no doubt that 
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they were, we must remember that religious rationales for inequalities of wealth 
and status are usually embedded in a larger vision of social cohesion. A simple 
legitimation model can only partially explain the elaboration and particular 
configurations of Maya ritual. More important, such models say little about 
why ritual should have been an effective vehicle for social control. In particular, 
it is difficult to see how legitimation alone can engender belief. Rather, legiti- 
mation would seem to depend upon a prior system of beliefs, which only later 
could have been appropriated and modified for political ends. Thus we must 
look elsewhere for the roots of ritual. 

In my view, we need to examine more closely the expressive and organiza- 
tional roles of religion in Maya culture. During the Formative period espe- 
cially, when avenues of information exchange were fewer, simpler, and rapidly 
becoming overburdened by population growth, religion provided institutional 
means for expressing order and accommodating change. For a preliterate soci- 
ety lacking formal legal codes, religion and ritual provided visible statements of 
the obligations linking its members to each other and to the cosmos. As dis- 
cussed below, ideology provided a set of metaphors whose application to soci- 
ety grew and changed over time, but nevertheless continued to reflect their 
Formative roots.At the same time, religion was a developing institution with its 
own internal conditions of growth, providing some of the earliest opportuni- 
ties for specialization and status differentiation. Temple construction indicates 
the increasing involvement of religion in the management of labor and re- 
sources. Finally, as will be shown, religious expansion accompanied significant 
changes in residential organization. As such, it cannot simply be reduced to the 
“epiphenomenal” result of certain configurations of production and social or- 
ganization, but was itself an active agent of social change. 

Since the changes wrought during the Late Formative were so substantial, 
and since the period lasted several hundred years, the mature Formative ritual 
complex does not appear full-blown nor everywhere concurrently. At least two 
horizons seem identifiable. The first construction of monumental architecture 
begins near the Middle-to-Late Formative transition. This correlates with the 
appearance of domestic compounds, but in my view occurs within a still largely 
egalitarian society with limited differences of rank (see Hammond, this vol- 
ume; Hendon, this volume; Ringle n.d. for evidence as of 1985). A second 
stage occurs during the last two centuries B.c. and is manifested by the spread 
ofa particular iconographic complex in the southern lowlands, particularly temples 
faced with monster masks, ballcourts, sacbeob, and imagery associated with 
rulership. At this time, earlier metaphors begin to be applied to status differences, 
resulting in the complex stratified societies so apparent during the Classic period. 


186 


Pre-Classic Cityscapes 


The question of monumentality is a related issue. Why did the Pre-Classic 
Maya, like several other formative civilizations, invest inordinate amounts of 
energy in constructing monumental architecture? Here the achievements of 
the inhabitants of El Mirador are particularly impressive, since the Late Forma- 
tive Tigre and Danta complexes are two of the largest examples of monumen- 
tal architecture from the entire span of Mesoamerican prehistory. In light of 
recent work at Nakbe, Tikal, Lamanai, and elsewhere, however, these no longer 
seem exceptional but part of a broader impetus toward monumentality. 

Again, materialist approaches have stressed the role of elite legitimation. 
Mendelssohn (1971), discussing the early appearance of pyramids in Egypt, saw 
these vast construction projects as a means of divorcing peasants from their 
subsistence base, insuring their future dependence on elites. Pharaohs organiz- 
ing such projects were literally inventing the state, using continual pyramid 
building as a means of uniting a workforce that could be bent to the will of the 
state, and in the process engulfing formerly independent “tribal units.” Trigger 
(1990), forwarding a “thermodynamic” perspective, sees monumental architec- 
ture as examples of conspicuous consumption by elites, as Flannery (1968) 
argued some time ago with regard to the buried mosaic pavements of La Venta: 


Monumental architecture and personal luxury goods become symbols 
of power because they are seen as embodiments of large amounts of 
human energy and hence symbolize the ability of those for whom 
they were made to control such energy to an unusual degree. Further- 
more, by participating in erecting monuments that glorify the power 
of the upper classes, peasant laborers are made to acknowledge their 
subordinate status and their sense of their own inferiority is reinforced. 
(Trigger 1990: 125) 


To me it seems improbable that Formative elites could somehow hoodwink 
an entire populace into building massive reminders of their humble station in 
life. Monuments may have conveyed this message subliminally, but I do not 
think it could have been their inspiration. Nor does Formative monumental 
construction appear to be accompanied by cults of individual rulers, which 
appear only later. I think we must instead remind ourselves that for the an- 
cients, no less than for ourselves, monumental construction expressed aspects 
of communal life that were of deepest importance. This is not to deny their 
employment as tools of power and social coercion, for surely they were, but in 
a much more sophisticated and oblique manner than most materialist explana- 
tions would suggest. 

One limitation of our attempts to understand the ritual role of architecture 
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is a tendency to regard monumental architecture as “ritual materialized and 
petrified” (Wilson 1988: 134-135, emphasis mine). We have been content to 
imagine monumental buildings functioning as restored, but essentially inert, 
versions of the ruins we investigate today. Broda (1987), however, reminds us 
that while monumental architecture does have an autonomous symbolic exist- 
ence, its role as a backdrop to ritual performance is every bit as important, if 
not more so. Buildings, far from being petrified, are constantly being trans- 
formed by the particular ceremonies enacted within their precincts (compare 
Cyphers, this volume). 

It is not just that buildings were stages with constantly changing sets, for 
motion had a much deeper significance in Mesoamerican ritual. Motion was 
an inherent quality of life, and energy and spirit continually moved through 
the twin fields of time and space. Ritually this was manifested by the many 
pilgrimages and processions that moved through a series of prescribed stations 
according to a ritual calendar. Deities and destinies too were shaped by their 
associations with particular dates and directions. This restless, ceaseless flow 
between the dialectical extremes of experience is everywhere evident in 
Mesoamerican imagery and has much to tell us about the organization of monu- 
mental architecture. 


THE MIDDLE-LATE FORMATIVE DEMOGRAPHIC AND RESIDENTIAL 
TRANSITION 


Pre-Classic monumental construction must first be seen within the context 
of some general trends in Formative settlement patterns. Evidence suggesting 
precocious Early Formative developments in Belize has recently been reexam- 
ined, resulting in a significantly shortened lowland Formative chronology 
(Andrews and Hammond 1990; Andrews 1990). Andrews V (1990) doubts any 
lowland ceramic complex is truly Early Formative, the earliest instead begin- 
ning sometime at the outset of the Middle Formative. The initially distinct 
Swasey, Eb, and Xe complexes, representing the earliest settlers, were replaced 
sometime during the seventh century by the Mamom sphere, whose makers 
spread rapidly throughout the lowlands and were responsible for first coloniz- 
ing the north. The similarity of Mamom complexes is such that Andrews be- 
lieves actual population movements were responsible for its spread, at least into 
northern Yucatan. I have speculated that this expansion may have been spurred 
in part by the availability of Nal-Tel maize hybrids capable of thriving in the 
humid lowlands (Ringle n.d.), but Formative macrobotanical remains are still 


? Hammond, Clarke, and Estrada Belli (1992) argue for an earlier start, perhaps ca. 1200 B.c. 
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scarce. For most of the Middle Formative, the lowlands were probably a rapidly 
expanding frontier of swidden farmers. The rapidity with which this occurred, 
the low population density, and the lack of competition for land resulted in a 
simple material culture with few traces of substantial construction or ritual 
elaboration, at least in the initial stages of expansion. 

As the Middle Formative drew to a close, two general features marked the 
transition to Late Formative: the vastly more widespread, substantive, and com- 
plex archaeological record and the appearance of new organizational patterns. 
Impressionistically, Late Formative remains are found in nearly all the subre- 
gions of northern Yucatan in substantial quantities, although in relatively lower 
densities in the Puuc hills. Because Middle Formative remains are often perish- 
able, deeply buried, or both, it is difficult to estimate population increases, but 
two- to tenfold increases have been claimed at several lowland sites.’ This trans- 
lates into annual rates of population growth of between 0.2 and 0.7 percent, 
rates that are high but not unknown in the preindustrial Old World (Cowgill 
1975; Hassan 1981). 

This rapid rise in population was probably due only in part to in situ expan- 
sion. Since conditions were such in many large early communities that popula- 
tion would actually have decreased if not counterbalanced by considerable 
inmigration (e.g., Storey 1985), a similar influx was probably necessary to fuel 
the rapid growth of the large Late Formative centers. Although the reasons for 
this growth are still unclear, the general benefits of nucleation probably in- 
cluded protection and guaranteed access to land. Nucleation would also have 
provided opportunities for the emergence of wealth and power differentials. 
Given the relatively uniform distribution of major resources and limited min- 
eral deposits of the Maya Lowlands, in my view craft specialization and ex- 
change were relatively minor components of the Late Formative economy. 
Except at unusual sites such as Colha and perhaps Komchén, which grew as the 
result of nearby concentrations of otherwise scarce resources, land and labor 
were the bases of wealth in most lowland Formative centers, wealth correlating 
directly with the ability to command labor and tribute. 

Recruitment and retention of migrants must therefore have been a central 


> See Ringle (n.d.: 319-322) for a summary of the evidence as of that date. Tourtellot 
(1988) estimates as much as a tenfold increase at Seibal, although Willey (1990: 241) cau- 
tions that consideration of phase length and other factors may indicate a rate only half that. 
Wilk and Wilhite (1991) calculate a growth factor of between four to six (from 571 to 711 
at Cuello during the Middle Pre-Classic to 2128-2598). These figures are of course subject 
to a number of caveats, but their replication across several sites with differing residential 
remains inspires some confidence in the general trend. 


189 


William M. Ringle 


concern among the leadership of these emerging polities. In the lowlands, the 
rapid infilling of the landscape was accompanied by significant changes in 
residential patterns, most notably the partial replacement of small perishable 
structures by permanent raised masonry or earthen house platforms.* At some 
sites, such as Seibal (Tourtellot 1988: 376), Cerros (Scarborough 1991a: 107), 
and Komchén (Andrews and Ringle 1992; Ringle n.d.; Ringle and Andrews 
1988), large platforms supporting multiple perishable houses were common 
(Fig. 2). At El Mirador, plazuela complexes, characteristic of the central Peten 
Classic period, seem to have their genesis during the Late Formative. During 
1982, as part of Bruce Dahlin’s mapping project, William Loker, Brian Bogle, 
and I mapped about 4 sq km of El Mirador’s peripheries. Our work demon- 
strated the plazuela group to be the predominant residential configuration (Fig. 
3). Unfortunately, our sample is undated, but the principle of abundance would 
suggest the majority are coeval with the apogee of monumental construction 
during the Late Formative.® Excavations by the Harvard project that same year 
(Demarest et al. 1984) confirmed that some of these groups nearer the site 
center were Late Formative, and although some overlay Mamom middens, no 
excavated structures could be dated to the Middle Formative (e.g., Operation 
70). This emphasis on more formally defined and permanent domestic ar- 
rangements reflects the emergence of more inclusive kin networks—perhaps 
clans or lineages—and the beginnings of segmentary organization (see also 
Hendon, this volume). 


LATE FORMATIVE CEREMONIAL ARCHITECTURE 


The archaeological record also suggests a concurrent shift in the locus of 
sacred activities. Prior to the Late Formative, evidence suggests a domestic ritual 
focus. In common with a general Mesoamerican pattern (Drennan 1976: 352— 
353), the most common Middle Formative “ritual” artifacts are the figurines 
found at many southern lowland sites, primarily in household rubbish.® Both 


* Ringle (n.d.: chap. 7) is a summary of the evidence as of 1985. 

> Polychrome sherds from looters’ trenches in some of the civic architecture showed 
that there was clearly some Late Classic activity in the area, as was true of El Mirador itself. 

® Reports of Middle Pre-Classic figurines include: Seibal: Willey 1978: 9-12; Uaxactun: 
Smith 1955:5, and Hendon, this volume; Tikal: Laporte and Fialko 1995: 46; Altar: Willey 
1972: 7-14; and Nakbe: Forsyth 1993. One figurine from Seibal and six of the forty Pre- 
Classic figurines from Altar are possibly Late Formative, but Willey (1972: 5, 13) notes that 
the contexts of the latter are uncertain and that stylistic similarities with Middle Formative 
types may indicate their earlier placement. The Late Formative figurine from Seibal (S- 
631) is quite dissimilar to earlier forms and was found in a mixed Pre-Classic-Classic period 
deposit. Forsyth (1993: 41, figs. 19, 20) illustrates several Ox phase (Middle Pre-Classic) 
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Fig. 2. Central buildings of Komchén (after Andrews, Gonzalez, and Ringle 1980: 
detail of map, used with permission of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane 


University). Courtesy of E. W. Andrews V. 


TT Te 








‘uryed sonig jo Asaqino7) “AQAINS JUIUTITVos LOpeITY [FY 947 Woy sdnoi3 DIANZV]dI ¢ ‘SI 





Pre-Classic Cityscapes 


males and females are present, although the latter seem to predominate. Al- 
though figurines are of unknown function, scholarly consensus favors a ritual 
use (compare Hendon, Joyce, Marcus, all in this volume). Rands and Rands 
(1965) speculate they may have been part of a fertility cult, while Hammond 
(1989), following Grove and Gillespie’s (1984) analysis of Middle Formative 
figurines from Chalcatzingo, has suggested they may be elite portraits used for 
unknown ritual purposes. The important fact, however, is that there is little, if 
any, evidence for more centralized ritual activity (see Hendon, this volume, for 
similar conclusions). 

The figurine tradition ends just when household architecture becomes more 
permanent and formally arranged, and as construction of monumental archi- 
tecture begins. Although the timing of this transition varies somewhat from 
region to region, residential reorganization and monumental construction seem 
closely related developments—at least it cannot be said that monumental con- 
struction was a later development. The process seems to begin in the south 
toward the close of the Middle Formative period. Mound B-IV at Altar de 
Sacrificios is placed by Smith (1972: 111) in the late San Felix subphase (500— 
300 B.c.), at which time it was a 5 m tall mound faced with almeja coating. 
However, because this early construction phase was encountered at the base of 
a 1.5 m square test pit and not further exposed, we have little idea of its extent. 
During the Escoba phase (600-300 B.c.) at nearby Seibal, Willey (1990: 195) 
indicates the construction of small temple pyramids in several localities, as well 
as a possible locus of public architecture deep beneath Group A, although no 
architectural remains confirm this. 


figurines from Nakbe very similar to those from Uaxactun. It is unclear from the report 
whether these come from domestic contexts and predate the substantial architecture re- 
ported from the site. 

Some suggestion of a later continuance comes from Cuello, where Hammond (1991: 
177, 232-233) states figurines continue in limited use during the Cocos Chicanel, al- 
though again with the possibility of redeposition. Willey (1978: 7-8) notes similarities of 
the Seibal and Altar types with those of San José I, Copan Archaic, Jenny Creek, and Barton 
Creek phases of the Belize River survey, and Dzibilnocac II, all of which postdate the 
Middle Formative.A few figurine fragments were found in Tigre excavations at E] Mirador 
(Hansen 1990: 269), mostly in mixed Middle-Late Formative fill, but a few pieces are 
placed in the Late Formative. In contrast, Formative figurines were not reported from 
Monos (Copeland 1989) or Danta complexes (Howell 1989), the latter of which had al- 
most no Middle Pre-Classic sherds. Figurines appear to be absent from Cerros, which had 
occupation only from the Late Formative onward. 

Figurines are very rare at northern sites, perhaps because of the scarcity of Middle For- 
mative deposits. None were found in the Komchén excavations, and none of the figurines 
from Dzibilchaltun could be securely dated as Formative (see Taschek [1994: 203-208] for 
a more extended comparative treatment of the evidence from northern Yucatan). 
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At El Mirador, Copeland’s (1989) excavation in the lowest terrace of the 
Monos Complex yielded a nearly pure Middle Formative assemblage begin- 
ning a meter below the surface in a deposit 3.85 m deep. However, the radio- 
carbon date (3220 B.p. + 60; CALIB 397 B.c.) obtained from very nearly the 
bottom of this excavation indicates it was built very late in the Middle Forma- 
tive. The profile (Copeland 1989: fig. 4) indicates that this earlier structure 
may have been only 1 to 1.5 m above bedrock. No Middle Formative struc- 
tural remains were found in either the Danta (Howell 1989) or Tigre 
(Hansen 1990: 208-209) excavations. More impressive remains of Middle 
Formative ceremonial architecture come from the initial stages of the Mundo 
Perdido complex at Tikal (Laporte and Fialko 1990, 1995). Laporte and Fialko 
state that the earliest architecture, a radial pyramid and a rectangular platform 
west of it, probably was built during the Late Eb period (600-500 B.c.). Both 
were later greatly enlarged during the Tzec phase (500-250 B.c.). The results 
from Nakbe, where remains of substantial Middle Formative architecture are 
claimed, may dramatically revise this scenario, but Don Forsyth (personal com- 
munication, 1994) informs me that excavations as of that date indicate early 
monumental construction dates to the later Middle Pre-Classic. 

The earliest monumental architecture in the north is less impressive and 
somewhat later, but shows the same close correlation with residential reorgani- 
zation. Radiocarbon dates from three of the major buildings of Komchén 
(Figs. 2, 4) suggest construction began early in the Late Nabanche phase (350— 
150 B.c.). A sample from a midden below the lowest construction of 23F1 
yielded a date of 2330 + 80 B.p. and was associated with ceramics of the Kin 
complex (450-350 B.c.), as was a date of 2310 + 180 B.p. from below 24G1.A 
radio-carbon date of 2200 + 90 B.p. came from Construction Period 3A of Str. 
2501, the major building at the other end of the sacbe (Andrews and Andrews 
1980: 55). During this Late Nabanche construction phase the pyramid was consid- 
erably enlarged, but the plaza before it had not yet been filled in and raised. 

The earliest building stage of 21J1 (Fig. 2), the main ceremonial platform, 
sealed a pure Early Nabanche deposit.’ The dimensions of the earliest building 
stage are difficult to determine due to later destruction, but the platform mea- 
sured at least 39 m east-west and supported a pyramid more than 22 m across. 
The pyramid was preserved to a height of 2.8 m above the platform, but its 


7 Information on 21J1 comes from an unpublished excavation report by E. W. Andrews 
V and Kathy Rowlands in the Middle American Research Institute archives. Andrews will 
be preparing the final report on this work. Another date of 3275 + 80 B.p. came from the 
surface below the building, but is considered too early. 
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Fig. 4 Reconstruction drawing of the central plaza and sacbe of Komchén viewed from 
the southeast (after Andrews and Ringle 1992: fig. 2, with permission of the Middle 
American Research Institute, Tulane University). Courtesy E. W. Andrews V. 


original height is unknown. Several additional construction stages and inter- 
vening periods of apparent abandonment occurred throughout the Formative. 
A radiocarbon date of 2215 + 80 B.p. follows a major stage of construction 
activity during which 21]1 approached its maximum extent. Smaller modifica- 
tions follow, but virtually all appear to have been Late Nabanche or earlier. 

Komchén was not an isolated phenomenon, but few subsequent projects in 
the north have been concerned with Formative occupations. Important For- 
mative public structures have been identified and excavated at Yaxuna by 
David Freidel, Charles Suhler, and Traci Ardren and are in the process of being 
reported (e.g., Suhler n.d.). Our own unpublished reconnaissance in the vicinity 
of Ek Balam has resulted in the tentative identification of at least one Late Forma- 
tive center with monumental architecture, X-Huyub, based upon limited excava- 
tions and surface collections. 

An intermediate level in the religious hierarchy also appears during the Late 
Formative, the local or minor temple. These smaller pyramids occur singly or in 
association with domestic groups. At Seibal, Tourtellot (1988: 277-284, 381) 
notes a regular distribution of minor temples (his Class M structures) in the 
peripheries during the Early Cantutse phase (300 B.c.—a.D. 1), each about 560 
m apart. Our settlement work at El Mirador demonstrated small temples pep- 
pered the countryside there as well (Figs. 3, 5). At Komchén, substantial plat- 
forms supporting secondary platforms, such as 15R2 and 2501, were found at 
some distance from the center while Str. 603 of the nearby Mirador Group of 
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Fig.5 Plaza Plan II group at El Mirador. Courtesy of Bruce Dahlin. 


Dzibilchaltun (Fig. 6; Andrews and Andrews 1980: 20-40) might be classified 
as a local temple because of its size and placement within a formally arranged 
plaza. 

The deployment of local temples within domestic compounds or among 
clusters of house mounds suggests the involvement of a now more centralized 
and hierarchically organized cult in this reorganization of residential life. One 
arrangement common in the Peten during the Classic period, Becker’s (n.d.) 
Plaza Plan II, may have had its genesis at this time since so many of the plazuela 
groups at El Mirador had this pattern (Figs. 3,5). Another common Formative 
pattern, perhaps related to Plaza Plan II units, was to place large platforms 
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Fig.6 Mirador Group, Dzibilchaltun viewed from the west (after Andrews and Andrews 
1980: fig. 4, used with permission of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane 
University). Courtesy of E.W. Andrews V. 


adjacent to local temples. This arrangement characterizes the hearts of Komchén 
(Strs. 21J1 and 24G1; Fig. 2) and the Mirador Group of Dzibilchaltun. In the 
latter, the 3.5 m high pyramid Str. 603 was adjacent to Str. 605, at that time 
apparently a large low platform without superstructures.The pattern is true for 
Seibal as well, where minor temples tend to be associated with Class L plat- 
forms (Tourtellot 1988: 376), either adjacent to or across from the temple. (Class 
L structures are large basal platforms with “substantial height ...in many cases 
but most notably a large ground area ... and proportionately large upper sur- 
face” [Tourtellot 1988: 274]). Another pattern was to combine pyramidal and 
platform into a single structure, as with 2501 and 21J1 at Komchen (Figs. 4, 9). 

Local temples may have been prominent in domestic organization because 
organizational solutions developed elsewhere in Mesoamerica were inappli- 
cable or undesirable. In many highland centers, occupational barrios provided a 
means of marking differences and organizing residence, perhaps as far back as 
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the late Early Formative (e.g., in Oaxaca: Pires-Ferreira 1976; Flannery and 
Marcus 1976: 376). But if I am correct in my characterization of the Formative 
Maya economy, this was generally not possible in the lowlands. Nor were overt 
ceramic markers of ethnic or residential identity, such as have been suggested 
for Formative Oaxaca (Pyne 1976) and Copan (Fash 1991), well developed 
among the Mid-Late Formative lowland Maya, although the material record is 
rather limited. Mamom and Chicanel phase ceramics are relatively homoge- 
neous over large areas, even as far as northern Yucatan, and begin to diverge 
substantially only toward the close of the Late Formative period. While there 
are differences from site to site, and from region to region, the impression is 
rather a conscious desire to minimize ethnic or political distinctions. This con- 
formity in the material record may also be reflected in the relative lack of 
linguistic diversification across the peninsula, all of which may have acted as an 
incentive to exchange, political alliance, and population movements. 

Local temples seem instead to have served as residential organizational nodes 
in the lowlands. I would agree with Tourtellot’s statement that they pertain to 
“a series of long-established local corporate social groups each with its own 
idiosyncratic service center or ‘chief’s establishment’” (1988: 377). In many 
cases, temples are also associated (or combined) with open areas or platforms 
that were perhaps used for dances or public ceremonies. The association of 
temples with adjacent large platforms is a hallmark of the “temple assemblage,” 
a group believed to be the site of lineage activities and ritual during the Late 
Classic and Post-Classic periods (Fox 1989; Proskouriakoff 1962; Bey and Ringle 
n.d.; Ringle and Bey n.d.). Hence this pattern may also have a Formative ori- 
gin, indicating the importance of centralized performance and display at this 
early date. 


ASPECTS OF THE SACRED 


The central issue relating residential reorganization and ceremonial con- 
struction was, it seems to me, the emergence of hierarchy. The inability of 
egalitarian communities to deal with increasing population levels and perhaps 
the dwindling availability of land demanded some concentration of authority. 
To me, the plans of Maya urban centers into the Post-Classic period seem to be 
extended meditations on the problematic relation of the center to the whole. It 
was a question of more than idle speculation, given the importance of popula- 
tion recruitment and retention to these early polities, and one whose dimen- 
sions were constantly evolving as differentials of wealth and power increased. If 
the segmentary model is correct, the problem was acute because there were 
multiple centers of power, often with conflicting agendas and differing com- 
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mitments to the paramount. Thus we cannot speak simply of center and pe- 
riphery. 

This ultimately became a religious question for two reasons: first, the seg- 
mentary divisions were clear points of potential conflict, and hence demanded 
the sanctions and boundaries that the sacred could confer. Second, religion 
provided a means of representation, of thinking about the problem. The pecu- 
liar power of religious explanation, aside from its claims of ultimate authority, 
is its metaphoric ability to connect the disparate fields of experience. The 
commonplaces that religion links individuals to the cosmos, or that religion 
mirrors society, become somewhat more interesting if we consider how meta- 
phors achieve those links. In the following section I suggest some metaphoric 
transformations of this problem of hierarchy and their resultant expression in 
civic layouts. 

A fundamental role of ideology in general and ritual in particular is to ex- 
press a vision of social cohesion. General experience in societies of any com- 
plexity is of a series of differences—distinctions of occupation, status, class, and 
so on. What then provides a sense of belonging, a sense of identity and equality 
with one’s fellow citizens? Victor Turner (1969, 1974) has brilliantly shown 
how these are in fact two polarities of the sacred. On the one hand is what 
Turner would define as “communitas,” a direct, egalitarian, unstructured expe- 
rience of social bonding. On the other is a rationale for hierarchy and differ- 
ence: 


To simplify a complex situation, it might be said that ancestral and 
political cults and their local embodiments tend to emphasize ances- 
tral cults representing crucial power divisions and classificatory dis- 
tinctions within and among politically discrete groups, while earth 
and fertility cults represent ritual bonds between those groups and 
even ... tendencies toward still wider bonding. The first type stresses 
exclusiveness, the second inclusiveness. The first emphasizes selfish 
and sectional interests and conflict over them; the second, disinterest- 
edness and shared values. (Turner 1974: 185) 


He further shows that these two poles are spatially segregated in many complex 
agricultural societies. Being associated with hierarchy and power, political/an- 
cestral rituals usually occupy the central ground and fertility rituals the periph- 
eries. This was not completely true for Mesoamerica, as can be seen in the twin 
temples of Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc in the Aztec Templo Mayor, but their 
very pairing at the center of the empire indicates the power of this dialectic, 
and, as discussed below, there were many instances where this spatial pattern 
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was indeed followed. 

The degree to which social distinctions, roles, and categories are embedded 
in the sacred is frequently a measure of the degree to which they are perceived 
as sources of potential conflict. Strong taboos and sanctions may be created to 
discourage the crossing of these bounds. Nevertheless, individuals move through 
a series of social categories in the course of their lives, and such boundaries 
must often be mediated. Most often this is done by rites of passage, which 
commonly involve a series of inversions, of “antistructure” and “liminality,” 
following which the initiate enters his or her new station (Turner 1969, 1974). 
Thus, paradoxically, antistructure reaffirms structure. This is also a fruitful way 
to look at community, since similar communal rituals are periodically needed 
to rekindle a sense of communitas on the one hand and to delineate the bounds 
of power on the other. Important to this discussion is Turner’s (1974) demon- 
stration that in more complex agricultural societies, collective pilgrimages play 
an equivalent structural role to rites of passage for the individual. 

Several widespread Mesoamerican ideas concerning the sacred suggest the 
conceptual, or metaphoric, basis for mediating communitas and hierarchy. A 
concept of spirit in Mesoamerica whose wide distribution suggests great an- 
tiquity is known in lowland Maya languages as ch’ulel or k’ulel, a mana-like 
sense of numen or vital force infusing all important aspects of life (Vogt and 
Vogt 1970). Ch’ulel has obvious similarities to the Zapotec conception pée 
(Marcus, Flannery, and Spores 1983: 37-39), Mixtec ini, and Nahuatl teotl 
(Townsend 1979).The strong communal bond of ch’ulel not only links differ- 
ent social ranks*® but crosses other significant boundaries as well. As a quality of 
animals, plants, and places it spans the culture/nature boundary, while as a qual- 
ity of deities it links the occupants of this world with the supernatural. 

As explained by Vogt, ch’ulel is located in the heart and circulates through 
the bloodstream (see Stuart 1988 for related imagery). The circulatory aspect 
links it with another widespread concept, the belief in the efficacy of motion 
mentioned earlier. This animating power of spirit is expressed most powerfully 
on page 1 of the Codex Fejérvary-Mayer (Fig. 7a) and the related image on 
pages 75—76 of the Codex Madrid, where motion follows a path uniting time— 
here the tonalamatl—with the four world directions defining space. However, 
the direction is not circumambulatory, but at each station bends inward toward 
the center. This animating flow from periphery to center is reinforced by the 


8 During the Classic period, rulers and places were marked with this quality, as were 
deities and other denizens of the underworld (Ringle 1988).The degree to which this 
marked an appropriation of this quality by elites remains to be understood. 
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Fig. 7a Codex Fejérvary-Mayer, page 1 (after Anders, Jansen, and 
Peréz-Jimenez 1994: 183). 
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Fig. 7b Uayeb ritual circuit (after M. D. Coe 1965: fig. 1). 
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flow of blood from symbols of Tezcatlipoca at each of the four corners in 
toward the center (Leon-Portilla 1985;Anders, Jansen, and Peréz-Jimenez 1994). 
Thus the pattern of motion outlined in the two codices is an attempt not only 
to circumscribe time and space but to solve the relation of center to periphery. 

The manifestations of ch’ulel are not always benign, and hence culture is 
viewed as a buffer between humans and the forces of nature. This is not only 
a contrast between civilization and the powers of the surrounding forests, 
mountains, and bodies of water, but also reflects man’s dual nature. This du- 
ality is reflected in another widespread belief, that of the animal companion 
(Nahuatl tonal, Maya way) whose parallel life in the wild intersects that of his 
civilized counterpart only at moments when the structure of everyday life is 
imperiled (Vogt and Vogt 1970). The importance of this concept during the 
Classic period is clear from inscriptions and iconography (Houston and Stuart 
1989), and its wide distribution again suggests a Formative origin, if not earlier. 

Among Mesoamerican peoples, certain natural features such as mountaintops, 
cenotes, and caves have traditionally been regarded as extremely powerful, in 
part because they function as thresholds to the underworld. Central to the 
process of experiencing or propitiating the forces dwelling in these remote 
natural spots was the journey. Such pilgrimages mark a transition from the 
protective sphere of culture to the very edges of the world, and hence involve 
danger and structural inversion. The importance to the Maya of such spots, and 
of journeys to them, is clear from the archaeological, iconographic, and ethno- 
graphic record. Stuart’s (1987) decipherment of the witz (mountain) glyph, for 
instance, has shown the importance of such spots in Classic ritual. Bassie-Sweet 
(1991) provides a useful overview of Maya cave ritual and argues for their 
central role in the scenes depicted on Classic period Maya sculpture. Although 
our knowledge of Pre-Classic nature shrines 1s scant, such rituals should logi- 
cally be among the oldest practices. An example might be the northern Maya 
cave of Loltun (Velazquez 1980; Andrews 1986: 29), where excavations in cave 
chambers uncovered Middle and Late Formative ceramics. Although their ritual 
use has not been established, some of the earliest northern Maya relief images 
are carved above one of the entrances (Freidel and Andrews n.d.) and on bed- 
rock outcrops before it. 

But there is also a mimetic path to harnessing and experiencing the sacred, 
less fraught with danger because it occurs within the sphere of culture. This is 
reflected in yet another pan-Mesoamerican practice, that of ritual imperson- 
ation. By donning the garb of a particular deity, speaking the necessary words, 
and dancing the necessary steps, the celebrant—ruler or slave—succeeds in 
invoking the deity’s presence. The practice of costuming celebrants, victims, 


202 


Pre-Classic Cityscapes 


and effigies as deities is perhaps best known for Aztec ritual (teixiptla; see 
Townsend 1979: 23-36), but masked figures are common in the art of Oaxaca, 
the Maya area, and elsewhere. In Townsend’s view, particular vestments are used 
not so much to imitate this or that deity (or historical figure) as to signal the 
particular configuration of spirit being invoked: 


It is questionable that they represented gods in any conventional sense 
of the term. What they were connected with was designated in two 
ways: first, by the word teotl, and, second, by a metaphoric cult 
name. . . . Téotl expresses the notion of sacred quality, but with the idea 
that it could be physically manifested in some specific presence—a 
rainstorm, a mirage, a lake, or a majestic mountain. ... And for ritual 
purposes, of course, a feixiptla especially acted as a talismanic token of 
the sacred. (1979: 28) 


Teixiptlas did not primarily advertise a personality, though the reliefs 
of emperors and kings were doubtlessly accompanied by dates and 
name-glyphs; rather, feixiptlas commemorated a lasting relationship 
between a community—personified by its leader—and the animating 
spirits of the universe. (1979: 34) 


Like Vogt’s (1964) conception of structural replication, ritual impersonation is 
at base simply another metaphoric process. Since teixiptlas may also be effigies, 
this suggests that the concept may be applied to other human creations as well. 
It may therefore be useful to look at the arrangement of ceremonial architec- 
ture, the “cityscape,” as a similar imitation establishing a set of correspondences 
between the sacred geography of the natural world and the sacred, but built, 
topography of the community. 

It is now abundantly clear from epigraphy and comparative ethnohistoric 
accounts that earlier suggestions (Vogt 1964; Holland 1964) that Maya pyramids 
were ceremonial mountains are true.” Much as the ideal landscape consists of a 
center fringed by a ring of enclosing mountains, so too the central temple of 
many Maya centers was surrounded by a lesser series of temple “mountains.” 
The construction of artificial caves is another example of the imitation and 
appropriation of natural portals. Brady and Veni (1992) report the excavation 


’ Similar suggestions have been made for elsewhere in Formative Mesoamerica, for 
example, Heizer’s (1968) suggestion that La Venta Complex C was a volcano effigy and 
Grove’s (this volume) discussion of Chalcatzingo. The idea is unlikely to have been a Mayan 
innovation, given the priority of monumental construction outside the Maya Lowlands. 
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of tunnels at several highland Maya sites in which the form, the offerings, and 
the traces of fire clearly demonstrate their ritual use. What is particularly inter- 
esting is that several of these are excavated directly beneath main plazas. As the 
authors (1992: 160) note: “This would impart the impression that the very 
layout of the central ceremonial complex was ordained by the cave below it.” 
The cityscape therefore stands in the same mimetic relation to the otherworld 
as does the teixiptla: much as teixiptla acts to configure and channel spirit, so too 
the “cityscapes” of Maya centers may be viewed as templates for the direction 
of similar energies. But the imitation of the natural landscape by the center is 
in reality a double metaphor: on the one hand there is the opposition between 
culture and nature, symbolized by the central temple-wilderness shrine dyad. 
But within the realm of culture there is a further opposition, between the 
“mountain(s)” of the central precinct and those of the urban peripheries. Just 
as the pilgrim’s trek to a mountain fastness is a prerequisite for spiritual renewal, 
so too a similar “journey” must periodically be made between the temple “moun- 
tains” of the community. Although this latter journey takes place entirely within 
the sphere of culture, moving as it does from the temple “mountains” of the 
center to those of the periphery, it involves crossing boundaries no less signifi- 
cant, although they are of human making (compare Grove, this volume). 


PROCESSIONS AND SACBE SYSTEMS 


In short, I am suggesting an additional correspondence between pilgrimages 
and ritual processions. Processions are of course reflected in the distinctive 
Maya practice of linking major architectural groups by means of sacbeob. Present 
evidence from two sites, Komchén and Cerros, indicate these causeways first 
appeared during the Late Formative period. Cerros Sacbe 1 (Fig. 8) has been 
assigned an early Tulix date (50 B.c.—a.p. 150), and although the dating of the 
second sacbe is not specifically discussed, it is apparently contemporary 
(Scarborough 1991a: 151, fig. 3.7). At Komchén (Figs. 2, 4), a trench through 
the sacbe suggests its construction during the Xculul phase (150 B.c.—a.p. 150). 
Xculul sherds were found throughout the loose rubble fill, but in low frequen- 
cies, perhaps indicating it was built early in the phase. Another site near Komchén, 
Tamanche, has two causeways thought also to be Late Formative in date (Kurjack 
and Garza 1981: 301). In the southern lowlands, Jones’ (n.d.) excavations of 
some of the El Mirador sacbeob places much of the construction during the 
Late Formative. An intersite causeway apparently links El Mirador to Nakbe 
(Graham 1967), while an internal sacbe connects the two major groups of Nakbe 
(Forsyth 1993: fig. 2), which face each other along its axis. Dates for either have 
yet to be published. 
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Fig. 8 Map of Cerros (after Scarborough 199 1a: fig. 2.1). Courtesy of David Freidel. 


The ritual function of most of these sacbeob is indicated by the type of 
structures they connect.'° The Komchén sacbe connected two of the largest 
platforms, 25O1 and 21J1,'' both of which undoubtedly had ritual functions. 


1° Scarborough (1991a: 150) argues that the Cerros sacbeob may also have served as dike 
walls for reservoirs within Cerros. Dennis Jones (n.d.: 73-79) suggests the sacbeob crossing 
the El Mirador bajos served several purposes, religious among them, although further ex- 
ploration of the areas at the distal ends of these roads is necessary. 

" The first structure designation is that of the Komchén Project (E. Wyllys Andrews V, 
director), the second that of the Dzibilchaltun Project. The earlier project explored only 
these two structures: Str. 2501 was excavated in 1959-60 by Robert Funk, but planned 
excavations in 21J1 in 1961-62 had to be abandoned because of personnel problems (Andrews 
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Fig.9 Komchén Structure 25O1 (formerly Str. 450) (after Andrews and Andrews 1980: 
figs. 27 and 41, used with permission of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane 
University). Courtesy of E. W. Andrews V. 


The building of the sacbe also apparently correlates with major changes in 
2501, in particular the construction of a massive raised platform fronting the 
temple and burying an earlier enclosed court (Fig. 9; Andrews and Andrews 
1980: 42-55). Cerros Sacbe 1, while it apparently skirted areas periodically 
inundated, connected three special-purpose architectural groups, Strs. 10,'? 16, 
and 50. The last of these is a ballcourt, and in later times ballcourts and sacbeob were 
closely associated (Ringle and Bey n.d.). Sacbe 2 unites a large “civic facility,’ Str. 
29, with two other large mounds, Strs. 54 and 90, also apparently civic/ritual in 
function. 


and Andrews 1980: 42-58). Str. 2501 was not reexamined by the Komchen project, but E. 
W. Andrews V and Kathy Rowlands intensively excavated 21J1 throughout the 1980 sea- 
son. 

The original Formative phase designations and their spans have been revised twice since the 
excavation of 2501.The temporal units used by the Komchén project are (Andrews 1988): 


Early Nabanche 700-450 B.c. 
Ek Complex 450-350 B.c. 
Late Nabanche 350-150 B.c. 
Xculul 150 B.c.—a.D. 250 


” Although the secondary platforms are Early Classic, Scarborough (1991a: 53) indi- 
cates the basal platform was built during the Tulix phase. However, the ceramic samples 
seem equivocal (Scarborough 1991a: 52-55). 
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The function of sacbeob has been a perennial topic of speculation, but it is 
noteworthy that the appearance of road systems accompany the changes in 
residential and monumental architecture previously mentioned. Kurjack (1979) 
has suggested that intersite sacbeob represent kinship links, specifically elite mar- 
riage ties. We (Bey and Ringle n.d.; Ringle and Bey n.d.) believe they prima- 
rily represent political axes, linking segments with the center. These views need 
not be mutually exclusive since segments were undoubtedly allied by means of 
marriage. But it is significant that the vast majority of sacbeob are radial, con- 
necting center and peripheries, whereas a more complex system connecting 
outlying architectural complexes might be expected if kinship links alone were 
being commemorated. 

These interpretations, however, neglect the performative aspect of sacbeob, 
the fact that they were in effect extended stages for ritual. While we may be 
forever ignorant of the specifics of such rituals, they surely involved proces- 
sions, as we know they did in the Uayeb year-end rites of later centuries (Fig. 
7b).This movement from center to periphery and back is, I believe, intended as 
an imitation of the dynamic of ch’ulel discussed above. There is a remarkable 
homology, for instance, between the cardinally oriented processions of Uayeb 
rituals and the first page of the Codex Fejérvary-Mayer (Fig. 7a—b). While the 
codex depicts the actual flow of spirit, the Uayeb procession marks the trans- 
port of deities from temples of the center to one of the peripheral shrines and 
back again. This flow is equally applicable to single sacbe systems since the funda- 
mental component is the reciprocal movement linking the center with its periph- 
erles. 

The importance of performance also appears to be reflected in the type of 
buildings connected by sacbeob. At both Komchén and Cerros, the sacbeob reach 
large platforms supporting pyramids at one end (Str. 29 at Cerros, Strs.21J1 and 
2501 at Komchén). In all cases, the large open terraces of the basal platforms 
face the sacbeob. The evolution of Komchén Str. 2501 is particularly interesting 
in this respect (Andrews and Andrews 1980: 42-55). Initially a small platform 
was fronted by a broad, low terrace delimited by a series of low, wide walls. 
During the Xculul phase, approximately at the same time the sache was built, 
the terrace was filled in and raised to create a substantial basal platform. It 
seems likely that such terraces were areas of public assembly and the locations 
of ritual dances involving substantial numbers of people. While it cannot be 
proven at this point, the association of possible large dance plazas with sacbeob 
suggests that such structures may have been prototypes of the popolna, the ar- 
chitectural setting for lineage dance rituals during the Post-Classic and Classic 
periods that were also often linked to sacbeob. 
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Like the pilgrimage, the procession serves to link and mediate structural 
opposites. Like pilgrimage routes, sacbeob occasionally link the community with 
natural portals. The most famous example is Chichén Itza Sacbe 1, which leads 
from the Gran Nivelacion to the Cenote of Sacrifice. (Recent work by Peter 
Schmidt and Rafael Cobos, of the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, 
has discovered other sacbeob linking structures with cenotes at this site.) At Ek 
Balam, the eastern sacbe also leads to a small architectural group around the rim 
of a large cenote. Similarly, Landa (Tozzer 1941) indicates that Uayeb rituals 
were associated with sacbe processions, and the Uayeb ritual on Dresden page 27 
shows an “opossum impersonator” standing in what is probably a symbol for “cen- 
ote” (Fig. 10). 

However, sacheob far more often lead to outlying groups of elite architecture, 
and in the examples from Ek Balam and Chichén Itza there seems to be an 
attempt to “mix metaphors” by equating the symbolic associations of proces- 
sions and pilgrimages. Although the cultural opposition being mediated by the 
latter may simply be the conflict between authority and egalitarianism, as Turner 
suggests, the northern sacbe systems of the Classic period suggest that segmen- 
tal oppositions were the more specific concern. Later northern sacbe systems 
(and indeed those of Komchén and Tamanche) seem frequently to lead from 
specific buildings of the center to outlying complexes, for example, there is no 
common point of convergence. The implication is that sacbeob do not necessar- 
ily link the center with an undifferentiated periphery, nor the periphery with 
an undifferentiated center. 

We believe that in such cases sacbeob instead link different aspects of the 
same segment. If the segmentary model is correct, a key point of structural 
conflict would be between the roles of elites as segmentary lords and their 


Fig. 10 Dresden Codex 
New Year Ceremonies, 
page 27, showing “Opos- 
sum Imitator” standing in 
cenote symbol (after 
Villacorta and Villacorta 


1977). 
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roles as polity leaders. Such tension would have been particularly great for the 
paramount segment.Thus I would hazard the guess that even these early sacbeob 
did not link two ranked segments, but instead mediated the public and seg- 
mental personae of its ruling lineage. Implicit is yet another mediation be- 
tween communitas and hierarchy, but complicated by the fact that while hierarchy 
and privilege are exemplified by the center, in a segmentary society the center 
is also the sole point of political solidarity. Likewise, while the peripheries are 
usually associated with communitas, in fact segmental conflict is a chief threat 
to social coherence. Perhaps for these reasons, the movement between center 
and periphery is a reciprocal one. 


BALLCOURTS 


In linking the public and segmental roles of elites, sacbe systems are clear 
statements of the reciprocal relations of power in such societies. This is sup- 
ported by another component of the emerging cityscape, ballcourts. Ballcourts 
appeared most probably midway through the Late Formative, although only 
three have yet been excavated: Cerros (Scarborough 1991a, 1991b; Schele and 
Freidel 1990), Pacbitun (Healy 1992), and Colha (Eaton and Kunstler 1980). 
The role of the leader as hero (impersonator) in the ball game through reenact- 
ment of the defeat of death by the Hero Twins has been ably explained by a 
number of commentators. What I wish to comment upon briefly are some 
liminal aspects that the ball game seems to share with pilgrimages and proces- 
sions. 

As a game ostensibly involving some element of chance and risk, the ball 
game invites the abandonment of structure. Although at one level the game is 
a ritual drama (or re-creation), on another the advantages of rank are aban- 
doned in a contest of athletic ability. The game is also about motion, given the 
metaphorical associations of the ball with heavenly bodies. And like remote 
mountain or cave shrines, the ballcourt was conceived of as a portal to the 
underworld. The association of human sacrifice makes the transformative as- 
pect of the game explicit. 

Examination of where ballcourts are placed with respect to monumental 
architecture confirms their involvement in this “meditation on the center.” 
Gillespie (1991) and Scarborough (1991b) have demonstrated the role of ball 
games as boundary markers. Bey and I (Ringle and Bey n.d.) have further 
shown that ballcourts are typically placed along sacbeob, further associating them 
with transition and liminality. Although the Formative evidence is slight, there 
is a convincing body of evidence from Classic and Post-Classic sites and images 
to show their involvement with segments and interpolity relations (Gillespie 
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1991; Ringle and Bey n.d.). Closer examination shows ballcourts usually occur 
at the extremes of sacbeob, either marking the entrance to outlying architectural 
complexes or the articulation of sacbes with the center. This pattern is true for 
the major Cerros ballcourt, Str. 50, which is found at the southern end of the 
primary north-south axis of the ceremonial center and also at the southern 
terminus of Sacbe 1. Although the Pacbitun ballcourt is not associated with a 
sacbe, it is at the northern fringe of the main ceremonial compound. The sec- 
ond Cerros ballcourt, Str. 61, would seem to be an exception in that it is lo- 
cated near the center of the site and is unassociated with roadways. Nevertheless, 
the fact that it somehow served a mediatory function is indicated by its loca- 
tion along the north-south axis (as was Str. 50) and its position midway be- 
tween the northern acropolis and the major temple complex, Str. 29. The 
placement of the ballcourt along the borders of the ceremonial center, often at 
the juncture of causeways, suggests again the metaphoric mediation of struc- 
tural fault lines. 


MONUMENTAL ARCHITECTURE 


While the above aspects of ritual practice were expressive of the segmental 
divisions of society, others, perhaps even more evident, expressed the primacy 
of the center. Some comments are therefore necessary concerning the monu- 
mentality of Formative constructions, the largest examples of which were the 
equals of any later period in the lowlands. While some low platforms of the 
Middle Formative may have had ritual functions (see Hendon, this volume), 
the Middle to Late Formative transition witnessed a geometric rise in the ratio 
of temple to domestic architectural volumes. Nor were temples the sole recipi- 
ents: large earthworks at sites such as Becan and El Mirador, and ditches, again 
at Becan and perhaps Cerros, served to define and protect ceremonial precincts. 

Theories mentioned earlier, stressing elite legitimation, attribute monumental 
temple building to elite strategies for impressing, intimidating, and exploiting 
their subjects. In other words, temple construction is viewed as a local strategy 
of subordination. Such Cecil B. DeMille-like visions of sweating helots bend- 
ing to the lash of the overseer seem, however, as unsatisfying for the Maya as 
they do for Egypt. It is doubtful for one thing that Formative elites had the 
means necessary to exact such labor coercively without risking rebellion, and a 
purely local focus does not explain why temple construction spread so widely 
so rapidly. 

To return to a point made earlier, recruitment would have been of special 
concern to emerging centers. Since in most cases tribute and command over 
labor would seem to have been the bases of Formative wealth, revenues would 
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have varied directly with population size. Hence mechanisms for attracting 
new followers (and retaining them) would have been of special interest. Yet the 
political administration of tribute networks must have presented great obstacles 
for the as yet small-scale Formative polities. As Hicks (1991) demonstrates for 
the Aztecs, the alternatives of hegemonic or politically administered “empires” 
each had their drawbacks: direct political or military administration was costly 
in resources and personnel, although greater amounts of surplus could be forc- 
ibly extracted. Hegemonic relations had the advantage that the bureaucratic 
investment was less, but they were inherently less profitable. Reciprocal rela- 
tions meant that lower levels of surplus production could be demanded, “gifts” 
were necessary to maintain tribute relations, and frequently there were several 
layers in the process, each extracting its own cut. Finally, it was easier for subject 
territories to assert their independence, demanding costly wars of reconquest. 

The sponsorship of religious cults was a third possible pathway to social 
complexity, involving neither the military costs of political administration nor 
the reciprocal obligations of a tribute system. As cults expanded their member- 
ship, and as cult objects became of more than local significance, they could 
have provided powerful incentives to recruitment. Cultic practice would have 
been especially valuable in providing a prior language of hierarchy and in- 
equality that could easily have been transferred to the economic and political 
spheres. Such metaphors were also significant in that they operated at both the 
individual and regional level, providing models for the development of secular 
status differences and settlement hierarchies. 

At the outset of monumental construction, near the Middle-to-Late For- 
mative transition, we are not yet speaking of “world religions”—the later ap- 
pearance of stucco masked temples across the Peten may mark this horizon—but 
rather of regional cults. As defined by Werbner (1977: ix), regional cults “are 
cults of the middle range—more far-reaching that any parochial cult of the 
little community, yet less inclusive in belief and membership than a world 
religion in its most universal form.” Two aspects of this inclusiveness are of 
interest: the demographic inclusiveness of the cult itself and the inclusiveness 
of the cult objects, in other words, the scope of their spiritual and cosmic 
spheres of influence. Although we have little evidence of the nature of cult 
objects at this time, the disappearance of figurines from domestic contexts 
does suggest their replacement by figures with power over wider aspects of the 
community and nature. By the time religious imagery becomes widespread in 
the mid-Late Formative, deities are clearly of universal import, such as the sun 
god or the jaguar god of the underworld. 

Regional cults are attractive to a wider clientele, but as Werbner (1977, 1989) 
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emphasizes, this clientele is not necessarily coextensive with existing political 
or ethnic boundaries. Regional cults frequently cross-cut these limits, promot- 
ing the exchange of information, personnel, and goods, and thus may have 
been an initial vehicle in expanding religiopolitical boundaries beyond the 
limits of the community (for an early Andean example, see Burger’s [1992: 
192-203] discussion of the role of regional cults in the genesis and spread of 
Chavin ideology). And regional cults are frequently organized as a series of 
client shrines recognizing a central parent temple, oftentimes the locus of a 
particularly important event or the dwelling of the major spokesman or prophet. 
These central places frequently become significant sources of wealth. This is 
especially true of pilgrimage centers (compare Freidel 1983): markets and fairs 
frequently accompanied medieval European pilgrimages, and certainly the Sa- 
cred Cenote of Chichén Itza drew objects from an enormous area in later 
times. 

What might have initiated this process? Several recent discussions (compare 
examples in Earle 1991) of the rise of inequality downplay the functional or 
adaptive value of “big men” and chiefs, finding little evidence for their role in 
risk distribution or enhancement of political networks. Instead, conflict, ex- 
ploitation, and individual intentionality and self-interest are emphasized. For 
instance, Hayden and Gargett (1990), in a recent discussion of the problem in 
Mesoamerica, pose the question of how early “accumulators” could have bro- 
ken free from an egalitarian ethos and justified inequalities of power and wealth. 
They favor a model in which such differences arose in the contexts of cargo 
systems and the resultant competition for cargo positions. In cases where com- 
munities were able to generate surpluses, competitive feasting provided a privi- 
leged means for amassing wealth and personal prestige without incurring social 
opprobrium. Feasts would have been viewed favorably by all, they would have 
provided a means whereby the organizer could accrue debts from large num- 
bers of people, and sponsorship would have provided potential “big men” with 
access to ritual or sacred positions (Hayden and Gargett 1990: 14-15). 

I believe that this view, appropriately modified, has much to recommend it. 
The scope of such activities might first be criticized. Hayden and Gargett’s 
model is essentially local in focus: competition occurs between rivals within a 
given cargo system. “It is precisely because there is no possibility of drawing in 
profit from outside the community that frenetic attempts by the highest com- 
munity leaders to out-give each other ... are curtailed” (Hayden and Gargett 
1990: 14). Such a view does not consider the role of competitive intercommu- 
nity feasting and gift giving. Although that may have been a subsequent devel- 
opment, a mechanism that could organize resources from a wider area for 
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purposes of display, such as a regional cult, would seem an equally powerful 
route to social ranking. 

Also in their view the sacred was not a necessary component of this process, 
but more of a derived benefit. Perhaps one way that differentiation began to 
occur was through spiritual, rather than material, accumulation, however. My 
reading of the archaeological evidence suggests that the explosion in temple 
construction began before status differences became significant. Thus cults may 
be a preferable framework for the emergence of “big men.” Cults share nearly 
all the same traits as cargo competitions: certainly ostentatious displays of wealth 
and power, as well as feasting, are well-known aspects of Mesoamerican ritual 
life, and human sacrifice and the destruction of other forms of material wealth 
are common to both.” The great advantage for sponsors is of course that such 
activities would be ritually sanctioned and ostensibly for the direct benefit of 
the community, and offerings would be for beings of recognized superior au- 
thority. 

A necessary first step must have been the acceptance of imitation. Werbner 
(1989: 242) makes the interesting point that although Turner (1974) claims that 
earth or nature cults promote communitas, such cults are also “place-bound” 
and paradoxically more restrictive “because highly particularistic, not generic, 
bonds were required.” Acceptance of metaphoric, rather than metonymic, rela- 
tions with the spirit world would have permitted the recentering and replica- 
tion of cults, moving religions toward “person-bound” systems (Werbner 1989: 
239). Such recenterings of metaphoric mountains, caves, and other portals to 
the otherworld within the community of course placed them in contexts where 
communities and “big men” could directly benefit from cult activities. Much as 
mountains or caves could be accepted as imitations of sacred places, so too 
individuals must have been accepted gradually as imitations of sacred figures, 
eventually acquiring divine status. 

As the material rewards of cult leadership began to be appreciated, centers 
may have been stimulated to greater investment in sacred displays. In my view, 
these served primarily to inspire a sense of spiritual identity and provide char- 
ismatic attractions for potential recruits, and only secondarily to humble sub- 
jects. But most important, this model emphasizes that monumental construction 
did not come from the expansion of the egos of local elites, but occurred 
within a framework of regional competition between neighboring regional cults. 


See Hammond, this volume, for a possible Late Formative example; Middle Forma- 
tive (Tzec) dedicatory burials have been found in the second stage of Str. 5C-54, the main 
pyramid of the Mundo Perdido complex, Tikal (Laporte and Fialko 1995: 48). 
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A positive feedback cycle is easily imagined: to the extent that cult centers were 
successful in increasing tribute and labor, they could afford additional invest- 
ments in ritual displays and sacred architecture. At some point, probably in the 
first two centuries B.C., regional rivalry seems to have resulted in the winnow- 
ing of less competitive cults and the emergence of yet more comprehensive 
“world” religions. Energies could then be redirected into purely economic or 
political arenas. Such cycles were probably not limited to the Formative, but 
reoccurred throughout the span of Maya history because of the instabilities 
inherent in segmentary organizations. 


CONCLUSION 


In this chapter I have tried to show how certain concepts of spirit may have 
influenced the layout of early Maya ceremonial centers. My approach has es- 
sentially been structural in attempting to show how this involved a series of 
metaphoric oppositions: a nature-culture opposition was equated with a center- 
periphery dichotomy, which was in turn applied to political oppositions. The 
utility of the approach derives from the fact that the Maya were themselves 
trying to solve structural problems involved with the appearance of hierarchy. 
At base, this “meditation on the center” concerned the fundamental opposition 
between communitas and privilege. But by the Late Formative, the basic arma- 
ture of political organization was already in place, and the problem became the 
more specific one of the allocation of power between individual social seg- 
ments and the authority of the paramount. 

I have further attempted to show that these structural fault lines were medi- 
ated by architectural features such as sacheob and ballcourts. But mediation could 
only be effected by the animation of these structures, hence the critical associa- 
tions of movement and processions, and by extension with the experience of 
the pilgrimage. The flow of ch’ulel across the boundaries separating nature and 
culture thus became a direct metaphor for the passage of power between the 
central power of the polity and the peripheral power of the segmental leaders. 

These ideas had less to do with legitimation than with providing a compre- 
hensive vision of society. I suggest that these metaphors were primarily em- 
ployed during the Pre-Classic to define the relations between segments and 
paramounts. Hence they played a key role in recruitment and organization of 
the growing population, although mortuary evidence suggests that status or 
class differences were as yet limited (see, for example, Hammond, this volume). 
But again the role of monumental architecture was not simply reactive. Monu- 
mental architecture fostered growth, prosperity, and political expansion. As such, 
it provided an example of what a wealth-driven, expansionistic social order 
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might be like, in contrast to what for the most part were probably closed egali- 
tarlan communities. 

During the Classic period, these same metaphors were borrowed and appro- 
priately modified for the task of expressing economic differences. The sache 
complex is a good example. Axial organization, coupled with rotational rituals, 
provided a natural vehicle for polity expansion. New segments could simply be 
added as additional spokes and sacred “mountains” in the ritual cycle. And like 
good metaphors, it could be expanded into new realms. In northern Yucatan, 
sometime during the Classic period, the system was expanded to include intersite 
causeways. Kurjack and Andrews V (1976) present a strong case that such cause- 
ways marked polity limits. Again sacbeob were used to mark the passage to the 
liminal margins ofa political unit, but in this case it is a different order of social 
integration and a new concept of the relation of the center to the periphery. 
Similar arguments may be made for the ball game (Ringle and Bey n.d.). But 
despite the significant organization changes, the metaphoric associations be- 
tween successive applications provided the strong thread of continuity permit- 
ting us to trace their earlier Formative heritage. 
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PONCIANO ORTIZ C.AND 
MARIA DEL CARMEN RODRIGUEZ 


INSTITUTO NACIONAL DE ANTROPOLOGIA E HISTORIA, MEXICO 


HE CERRO MANATI JUTS FROM the otherwise flat floodplains 

of the lower Coatzacoalcos River basin in southern Veracruz and is 

distinctly visible from the Olmec center of San Lorenzo, 10 km to the 

west (Fig. 1). The Cerro Manati was created by a deeply buried salt dome, a 

geologic feature common to the region (Coe and Diehl 1980: 11-13). Springs 

emerge from the base of the cerro. Those on its east side produce salty water, 
while clean fresh water flows from the western springs. 

In 1987, villagers at the small modern hamlet of El Macayal selected one of 
the western springs as the location for two fish ponds they planned to con- 
struct (Fig. 2).As they excavated those ponds out of the mud of the spring area, 
they unexpectedly began to uncover an amazing quantity of wooden objects, 
human bones, greenstone axes, ceramics, and other artifacts interred within the 
mud. They reported their discoveries to the Veracruz Regional Center of 
Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia (INAH), and in 1988 we 
traveled to this isolated area of rural Veracruz to verify the reported finds. 
Upon arriving at the village of El Macayal, much to our surprise, we were 
shown three extraordinarily preserved carved wooden busts. To our further 
astonishment, it was clear that these magnificent wooden sculptures were at- 
tributable to the ancient Olmec culture (1200-500 B.c.). Not only were the 
busts remarkable for their beauty and preservation, but they were also some of 
the oldest Pre-Hispanic wooden objects ever found in Mexico. The ceramics 
found associated with the heads helped verify their antiquity, for they were 
typical of the San Lorenzo (1000-900 B.c.) and Nacaste (900-700 B.c.) phases 
at San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980). 

Late that same day, as dusk approached, we were taken to the site of the 
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Fig. 2 El Manati and environs. Drawing by Paul Schmidt. 
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discovery, a trip involving a canoe journey across lagoons and a long walk 
through savannah grasslands. The fish ponds, built to utilize water from the 
spring at the foot of the Cerro Manati, measured 24 by 21 m, and 10 by 9 m. 
Both were filled with water at the time we first saw them, thus concealing from 
our view the areas that had yielded the unusual artifacts. We began excavations 
at El Manati in 1988, and that research continued for several years thereafter. 
Although the spring deposits preserved the wooden busts and other organic 
remains, they also created extremely difficult excavation conditions, for rather 
than working on solid ground we were essentially excavating in gelatinous mud. 

The springs, the mountain, and several other characteristics made El Manati 
a sacred place and the scene of the ritual behaviors demonstrated by the ar- 
chaeological record there. Our data suggest that the ritual use of the springs 
began as early as 1600-1700 B.c. and culminated about 1200 B.c. We believe 
that three phases of use occurred (Fig. 3).The first, Manati A, is evidenced by 
stone axes, ceramic material, rubber balls, jade beads, and ground stone objects 
found dispersed across what we interpret as the bed of the spring. During the 
second, Manati B, phase, axes occur in particular groupings of 2 to 11 pieces 
that were laid out along north-south and east-west axes. The final Macayal 
phase, about 1200 B.c., corresponds to the period of interment of the wooden 
busts. In this chapter we discuss some of the objects and patterns uncovered by 
our excavations. Details of the actual excavations, stratigraphy, and a plan view 
of the excavation units showing the location of Sculptures 1-9 has been pub- 
lished in Ortiz and Rodriguez (1989). In this chapter we report our results 
from the field seasons of 1988-89 and 1992, and reflects our data and analyses 
through the latter season. 


THE HISTORY OF RITUAL USE OF A SACRED SPACE 


Manati A Phase 


The earliest archaeological evidence for offerings at El Manati is found in 
the area that we interpret to be the bed of the pond created by the spring. That 
bed is marked by sandstone rocks, the largest of which are positioned on a 
general north-south axis and have been modified with V-shaped (“ax-sharpen- 
ing”) grooves and ground circular depressions. The artifacts of this phase occur 
within Level X, a deposit of sandy sediment above and around the rocky bed 
(see Fig. 3). A sterile stratum of gummy yellowish clay underlies Level X. Two 
radiocarbon dates are associated with the earliest deposits: one 3740 + 90 rya 
(Beta-637332), or 1790 + 90 B.c. uncorrected; the other 3710 + 110 rya (Beta- 
63735), or 1760 + uncorrected. 
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The ceramic assemblage found within Level X is quite standardized, consist- 
ing basically of light cream-colored slipped tecomates with polished exteriors 
and extremely reduced mouths, and light cream-yellowish slipped flat-bottomed 
bowls with straight outslanting walls (some have a slight incised line on the 
interior). There are also fluted tecomates, red and dark reddish-brown slipped 
tecomates and flat-bottomed bowls, brushed and plain tecomates, smoked black 
tecomates and flat-bottomed bowls, and bichrome bottles. Some of these ves- 
sels still have traces of soot or carbon on their exteriors. We believe all of this 
assemblage is contemporaneous with the Bajio, Ojochi, and Chicharras phases 
at San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980) and that it exhibits many similarities to 
the ceramics of the Barra and Locona phases of Chiapas (Ceja 1984; Clark 
1991, 1994; Lowe 1975). 

“Domestic” artifacts in this level include fragments of shallow stone mortars 
and flat footless metates with rounded corners. The presence of fire-cracked 
rounded river rocks suggests particular food preparation practices. In addition, 
fragments of human and animal bone were found dispersed in this level. Only 
a few obsidian blades and one figurine fragment were found in this level, and 
obsidian artifacts and figurines are otherwise notable by their absence. 

Isolated polished stone axes were found dispersed around the bed of the 
spring. Some seem to form groupings (although without forming patterns as in 
subsequent phases), and these we labeled “Features.” Some of these are de- 
scribed below to provide an idea of the type of artifact clusters found in this, 
the deepest cultural level at El Manat. 

Feature 3-92 consists of a grouping of five highly polished green petaloid 
stone axes that were laid out side by side in a northeast direction with their bit 
edges all pointing west. These axes may be associated with two other axes that 
had been placed slightly further south. Feature 5-92 is composed of six axes laid 
horizontally, five of them with their bits oriented to the east, and the sixth set 
on its side with its bit facing south. Two isolated axes north of this group may 
also be part of the same feature. A third such ax group is Feature 25-92, four 
axes positioned horizontally, three with bits facing west and the fourth facing 
in the opposite direction. The smallest of the axes, 10 cm long and 4 cm wide, 
is a light cream color with dark veins, and the largest is of highly polished 
greenstone, 18.5 cm long and 5.5 cm wide. A third, measuring 15.5 cm long 
and 6.4 cm wide, is light green in color with dark green veins and well polished 
except for the butt. The fourth is also of light green color with dark green and 
white veins, and measures 13 cm long and 4.5 cm wide. 

Two other ax groupings are highly significant, for they are each associated 
with another important artifact, a rubber ball. Feature 8-92 is composed of six 
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axes above a rubber ball. The arrangement of the axes is irregular: the largest ax 
points to the south, another to the southwest, and yet another to the northeast; 
the next is located beneath the largest, placed on its side with its bit pointing 
west; the fifth is also on edge and facing west; and the sixth, with bit toward the 
north, lies beneath a large sandstone rock. The globular rubber ball (Fig. 4) is 10 
cm in diameter and has small surface irregularities due to encrusted gravel. A 
rubber ball and two axes comprise Feature 31-92 (see Fig. 3). One of the axes 
lay above the rubber ball, with its bit pointing east. The other ax was nearby, 
oriented with its bit to the west. The rubber ball measures 22 x 18 x 10 cm. Its 
present flattish ovaloid shape was probably caused by the weight of overly- 
ing objects and deposits. 





Fig. 4 Rubber ball from Feature 8-92, Manati A phase. 


Greenstone bead “clusters” also occur in Level X. During the 1989 field 
season, 56 jade beads were found in the same area as Feature 31-92. They were 
dispersed among the mud and sand in an area of approximately 2 sq m in 
association with the sandstone rocks of the spring bed. Each bead is distinct in 
terms of its size, quality of workmanship, and shape (rounded to semicylindrical), 
but all are perforated with a conical drill hole. More beads were recovered in 
the same area in the 1990 field season. These were jade and serpentine with 
different sizes and finishes. Their quantity indicates that they must have be- 
longed to at least two different strands of beads or necklaces that had been 
thrown into the spring as an offering, and they may be part of the same 56- 
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Fig. 5 Six axes arranged in a flowerlike circle, Feature 11-92, Manati B phase. 


bead group excavated the previous season. The majority were found concen- 
trated between the roots of an ancient tree that marks an old surface and around 
and beneath a large sandstone boulder within the sandy stratum of Level X. 

A solid clay “baby-face” figurine fragment was found in association with the 
beads. The figurine head depicts cranial deformation, and some postfiring an- 
gular cut marks at the level of the ears suggest that this piece was reused, possi- 
bly as a pendant or pectoral. Its association with the beads suggests that it may 
have been part of a bead strand. A human molar and some human bone frag- 
ments were also found near the beads. Furthermore, this same area of the spring 
bed yielded fragments of what we originally believed to be highly overfired 
clay nodules, because of their similarity in texture to the scoria formed in kilns 
that reach high vitrifying temperatures. However, under inspection in the labo- 
ratory, we ascertained that these droplike fragments are apparently sandy con- 
cretions formed by water filtration in an open space or cave. They may indicate 
the existence of a cave or a rock shelter nearby in antiquity. 


Manati B Phase 


The offerings and artifacts of this phase occur within Level VIDb, a stratum 
separated from Level X by a muddy deposit, Level IX, which extends like a 


232 


Olmec Ritual Behavior at El Manatt 


T ———_—_—_— a a ee 


j we 








PROYECTO MANATI oF N 
SITIO M&hATI 


Planta. tsescs.ittutte yaaa | 

rura it >. 

Suge Sol 

Elerents 12 Ming. POO-22o 

Dewaibe .2a°ilda Gy'aadr a. 

Ueblyo Peuot Oearerell WiPa 

Farpe: 2b. Gao%1 Frdr quer prs 
Socninas chile ub. 


Fig. 6 Sculpture 17, with associated bones of infant, as found. 
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Fig. 8 Sculptures 18, 19, and 20, with associated ornaments and scepters, as found. 
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Fig. 9 Detail of Sculptures 19 
and 20, showing the face of 
Sculpture 20, the round organic 
pectoral ornament of this 
sculpture at lower left, and traces 
of the earspool of Sculpture 19. 





carpet over Level X and the rocky bed of the spring. Level [X was apparently 
created when the spring began to clog and fill with sediment.The ritual depos- 
its of the Manati B phase are principally characterized by more complex pat- 
terns in the arrangement of ax groupings. Several are described below. 

A flowerlike arrangement of five axes, Feature 25-90, occurred 50 cm above 
the rocky spring bed in Level VIIb. The axes had each been stuck into the mud 
at an angle, butts downward, to form a circle, as if each ax was the equivalent of 
one petal of the flower. All five axes are 13-15 cm long. Four of them were 
made from the same type of gray stone, and the fifth is dark green. A second 
flowerlike grouping of six polished axes, Feature 11-92, was also found (Fig. 5). 

Feature 27-90 is a “square” created by five axes laid horizontally, one in each 
“corner” and the fifth in the center of the square. Two of the corner axes are 
oriented with bits to the southwest, the two other corner axes are oriented to 
the northwest, and the central ax has its bit to the south. Another cluster of five 
axes, Feature 29-90, occurs nearby. In this grouping, four were laid out hori- 
zontally together, and the fifth was 50 cm west and slightly higher. Of the four, 
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three were side by side, touching one another, two with their bits to the east, 
the third to the west; the fourth was positioned facing southeast. The isolated 
ax was also laid flat, but with its bit to the northeast. It is possible that this 
feature, and the previously described Features 25-90 and 27-90, are somehow 
related, and they perhaps pertain in some manner to concentrations of green- 
ish clay found slightly southeast of all of them. 

The largest ax grouping is Feature 7-92, which consists of 12 axes occurring 
together as if they had been deposited as a bundle, although no organic remains 
that would suggest a wrapping were noted. The axes were positioned irregu- 
larly; taking into consideration the orientation of the edge, seven were placed 
with their bits to the west, and the others to the north, south, and east. While 
the features described above contain multiple axes, others such as Features 10- 
92, 16-92, and 29-92, consist only of ax pairs. Interestingly, within these pairs 
one ax is usually light green in color and the other dark green. Directionality 
of the bits in the ax pairs shows no consistent pattern. 


Macayal Phase 


The most spectacular artifacts found within the spring deposits at El] Manati 
are related to the Macayal phase and Level VIIla. We refer specifically to the 
preserved wooden objects—busts, knives, staffs, and scepters—that make El 
Manati unique among Mesoamerican sites (Figs. 6-9). Because all these wooden 
pieces are fragile and were in need of immediate conservation, they and other 
organic materials were frequently removed within a block of the surrounding 
clay matrix, and thus the field measurements and observations used in this 
chapter are at times incomplete. We have one radiocarbon date (GX-14765) for 
this period, 2990 + 150 rya, or 1040 + 150 B.c. uncorrected, obtained on wood 
from Sculpture 2, discussed below. 

Sculpture 1 and Feature 1-88. The first wooden sculpture that our excavations 
uncovered, Sculpture 1,seems to represent a female and we nicknamed it Vicky 
(throughout this chapter we will refer to the sculptures by their field nick- 
names rather than feature numbers). When found, at a depth of 2.2 m, the 
sculpture was within a large block of clay that was part of a slowly collapsing 
sidewall, but we believe that this slumping did not alter the carving’s original 
position by much more than 5 cm. The bust was lying horizontally, face up- 
ward, head oriented to the southwest. As we carefully cleared the facial area we 
observed that the mouth area was painted red. For fear of damaging this piece 
we did not remove the clay matrix from the remainder of the mouth nor the 
right side of the head, but left that delicate task to the INAH restoration labo- 
ratory. 
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An extremely unusual artifact, a carved wooden staff, was found to the right 
of Vicky’s head, set in a vertical position. This was the first of many staffs to be 
recovered during our research (compare Figs. 7—9).The top of the staff reached 
above the height of the head, but we do not know how far below the base it 
continued since the bust and staff were removed together in the block of clay 
matrix. In addition a dark green ax, oriented east-west, lay just beyond the 
wooden staff. 

A significant aspect of the Vicky bust is the evidence that it had received 
special treatment. Close inspection revealed that the bust had been wrapped in 
a woven fiber mat (or petate) of palm leaf or similar material and then tied with 
a string also of plant fibers (ixtle). The knots of that string could still be distin- 
guished in the best-preserved sections of the bust. Unfortunately, most of this 
covering has disintegrated, and in general only dark green discolorations re- 
main. 

Sculpture 2 and Feature 15-88. Sculpture 2, which we nicknamed Fello, was 
found only 1.5 m east of Vicky, at a depth of 2.43 m.The Fello bust lay face 
down with the head oriented east. Unlike the Vicky carving, Fello was not 
associated with a wooden staff or stone ax, but instead had a large obsidian 
flake placed near its left ear. Slightly north of the obsidian piece was a concen- 
tration of red ochre or hematite that had significantly stained the clay around 
the bust in that area. Within the stained area there were small pieces of red 
ochre or hematite and smaller quantities of small balls of fine greenish-gray 
clay of obvious human manufacture. We could also ascertain purposely placed 
piles of leaves and plant bundles, and found some fragments of double-strand 
cord that had tied those bundles. Dispersed within this area were some frag- 
ments of human infant bones (see Fig. 6 for a similar association of infant 
bones with Sculpture 17).The bones were stained with the same red hematite 
pigment that also colored the surrounding clay matrix. Slightly beneath all of 
this was a hematite ball about 30 cm in diameter with the remains of a cord of 
two strands around its exterior, indicating that it too had been tied. 

Fello was associated with a manmade feature common to a number of other 
sculptures, a pile of sandstone rocks that reached almost to the surface of the 
deposit (see Feature 16-89 below).To the east of this feature was the primary 
burial of an infant (possibly newborn), whose bone structure was similar to the 
bones described above. 

Sculpture 4 and Feature 16-89. Tono (Sculpture 4) was discovered 2.3 m east of 
Fello associated with a stone pile (2.1 m high) similar to that adjacent to Fello. 
In similar stone piles throughout this phase, large stones (50-70 cm in diameter, 
weighing up to 100 kg) occur in the upper portions of the pile, and stone size 
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decreases at the pile’s base (to 10—20 cm in diameter). Tonio was buried near the 
western base of the associated rock pile. Interestingly, this bust had been in- 
terred with its face to the east, but upside down. Between Tono and the stone 
pile, slightly higher than the sculpture, we uncovered a section of an unburnished 
flat-bottomed bowl, an ax, a seed fragment, and two small concentrations of 
fine greenish clay. 

The Tono, Vicky, and Fello sculptures, and their respective rock piles—as 
well as the primary infant burial in the area between those rock piles—occur in 
an east-west alignment. It is therefore possible that they are essentially contem- 
poraneous. 

Sculptures 5, 6, 7 and Feature 17-89.The El Manati sculptures not only occur 
individually but were interred in groups as well. This is exemplified by the 
grouping of three busts, Lula (Sculpture 5), Chispa (Sculpture 6), and Poc (Sculp- 
ture 7). These sculptures were laid out on their sides, forming a crude semi- 
circle, all facing toward the interior of the circle. These carvings were associated 
with organic material composed of branches and leaves, scattered human in- 
fant bones, and an incomplete wooden staff (see Figs. 7 and 8 for similar ar- 
rangements of Sculptures 14 to 16 and 18 to 20). 

A cranium fragment was found near the center of this semicircular group- 
ing together with pieces of plant stalks similar to a cane known as junquillo. 
Next to these we detected traces of dark organic remains from leaves or other 
plant materials. Associated with these were remnants of double-strand cord. 
This suggests that the junquillo canes and other plant remains had been tied in 
bundles that had been placed above the cranium and next to the sculptures as 
part of this ritual offering. 

Furthermore, the remains of a covering or mat (petate) of reeds, along with 
cord fragments, could be detected around the face and part of the torso of Lult, 
suggesting that this sculpture had also been wrapped as a bundle. Similar de- 
composed organic material occurred under the head and along the sides of 
Chispa.The third sculpture of this group, Poc, lay slightly deeper than Lulu and 
Chispa, and was found only these two had been removed. At Poc’s neck we 
found an unusual pendant: a bead that had been made from tar. Indications of 
plant remains were also found around Poc’s head and chest area, as were frag- 
ments of double-strand cord. 

Sculptures 8, 9 and Feature 19-89. The busts that we nicknamed Nacho (Sculp- 
ture 8) and Polo (Sculpture 9) were found associated with another pile of 
sandstone rocks.Although this pile was smaller than those previously described, 
it nevertheless exhibits the same pattern, with smaller rocks near the base and 
larger stones at the top. A white slip, flat-bottomed flaring wall bowl (Coe and 
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Diehl’s [1980: 177] Mina White) was associated with the stone pile. While there 
was no evidence with either Nacho or Polo of associated artifacts, plant bundles 
and cords, or skeletal remains, the sculptures do appear to have been covered by 
a layer of reeds and plant stalks (compare Fig. 3 for a similar feature found with 
Sculptures 18 to 20). The Nacho sculpture had been placed on its right side, 
head to the west and facing south, while Polo had been interred face down, 
head to the west. 

Sculptures 12, 13 and Feature 28-89. We uncovered two additional wooden 
busts, Cruz (Sculpture 12) and Giticho (Sculpture 13), which were associated 
with yet another stone pile.The stone pile extended from a depth of 1.48 m to 
2.4 m.The Cruz sculpture was buried south of the pile at a depth of 2.48 m. It 
had been interred in an upright position, facing east, and exhibited no evidence 
of having been wrapped or covered. To its east was a vertically positioned wooden 
staff with a lanceolate-shaped head and undulating tapered serpentlike body. 

The Giicho bust was found beneath the stone pile, and the left side of its 
face was seriously indented by one of the stones. This sculpture was also posi- 
tioned upright and facing east. Unlike Cruz, Giiicho had been protected with 
reeds. This was particularly evident along the back of the head, where some 
woven reedlike fibers could be seen. These gave the appearance of having per- 
haps been a “hat” with curved rim, something not observed with the other 
sculptures. As with the Cruz bust, a serpent-shaped wooden staff, with lan- 
ceolate head with three angular cuts and rounded undulating body, was found 
just east of Giticho. 

An infant burial was found beneath some stones slightly northwest of Gtiicho. 
The infant had been buried in a flexed position, on its right side, face to the 
east. All the bones were in anatomically correct position, indicating that it was 
a primary burial. Bone morphology indicates that the infant was newborn. 
Plant remains occurred above the burial, perhaps having served as a covering or 
an offering. The infant burial, Giiicho sculpture, and the associated stone pile 
had been interred together, for they all occur within the same clearly identifi- 
able intrusive pit. Although Sculpture 12, Cruz, occurs at essentially the same 
level as the former feature, it had been buried within a separate pit, and thus we 
cannot ascertain whether or not it is contemporaneous. 

Sculptures 14, 15, 16 and Feature 6-92. This is a grouping of three wooden 
sculptures (Fig. 7) laid in a semicircle, an arrangement similar to that of the 
Lult, Chispa, and Poc carvings of Feature 17-89 (see above). Sculpture 14 (Simon) 
was placed face down, head to the west. To the left of the head there was a 
wooden “dagger” with a north-south orientation, while another wooden dag- 
ger on the right side of the head and slightly lower pointed west. Sculpture 15 
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(Marti) lay on its left side, facing west, the head almost touching the base of the 
Simon sculpture. Another serpent-shaped staff, in poor condition, was found 
beside the head. Sculpture 16 (Mundo) was buried slightly deeper than the 
other two busts. It lay horizontally, with its face upward, and a large lanceolate 
staff lay across its chest and right shoulder, pointed to the east. A sandstone rock 
had been placed over the sculpture, and several other rocks lay around the 
carving. Both Marti and Mundo exhibit red and black paint around their mouth 
areas. This entire grouping had been covered by a thick layer of well-preserved 
organic material, tule, a treatment found with many carvings already described 
(see Fig. 3). 

It is important to note that this grouping is in line with Sculptures 12 and 13 
found in the 1990 season, and further indicates the existence of a pattern to the 
interment of the sculptures. 

Sculpture 17 and Feature 12-92. Sculpture 17, Chico (Fig. 6), was found be- 
neath a stone pile similar to those described above. Chico had been laid flat, 
face up, head toward the southwest. Black and red paint occur around Chico’s 
mouth area, and tule-like organic material overlay the sculpture. Beginning 
about 20 cm above the sculpture, we found infant long bones, skull fragments, 
ribs, and vertebrae, all in association with organic remains. Among these were 
three infant crania, including one that exhibits an intentional U-shaped cut 
from which a double-strand cord hangs. Ribs and long bones continued as 
deep as the sculpture and also to its west, giving us the sense that body parts of 
several infants had been part of this offering. Lacking from the Sculpture 17 
interment is a wooden staff, while included with the associated plant material 
were two small branches similar to those found with Sculpture 2 (Fello) and 
the Sculptures 4,5, and 6 group. 

Sculptures 18, 19, 20 and Feature 30-92. This group is composed of three 
sculptures, three wooden staffs, a ball of hematite, and 11 greenstone axes, all of 
which occur below a cluster of stones and within a pit intrusive from Level 
Villa into Level VIIb (Fig. 8). A large number of thin layers of tule covered 
the sculptures, separating them from the stone cluster placed above them (Fig. 
3). Sculpture 18, Fabian, was lying in a semi-inclined, head-down position fac- 
ing west. On the left side of the chest was a rectangular object about 6 cm long, 
apparently a seed, which may have served as a pectoral. At each side of Fabian’s 
face was a small “inverted t-shaped” pendant made from tar. Above the base of 
this sculpture was a wooden staff, butt pointing south. 

A group of 11 axes were found below Fabian. Nine lay horizontally and two 
were positioned vertically. Of the former, one pointed east, six west, and two 
laid out north-south touched bit to bit. 
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Sculpture 19, Dani, was placed face down, with the head toward the west. 
On the chest area of the bust we found a circular pectoral of organic material, 
perhaps the base of a gourd. Dani was adorned with two circular earspools 
(material as yet unidentified). A bead of organic material was found by the left 
earspool. Both earspools hung from some sort of tar objects that had been 
stuck onto the earlobes. In addition, two wooden staffs were associated with 
the Dani carving. One lay above and to the west of the head, and the other had 
been placed at the base of the bust. Both staffs point toward the southwest. 
Sculpture 20, Macario, lay face up at the base of the intrusive pit, head to the 
west. Red paint occurs around the mouth area. As with the Dani sculpture, a 
circular (gourd base?) pectoral occurs on the chest, and earspools were noted at 
both sides of the head (Fig. 9).A plant stem, perhaps part of a larger bunch of 
vegetation, lay across the pectoral and right earspool. Finally, a 30 x 20 cm 
chunk of hematite lay just beyond Macario’s head. 


OTHER RITUAL OBJECTS AND OFFERINGS 


Some objects found during our excavations do not appear to have had a 
direct association with the wooden sculptures, yet are worth noting. 


Rubber Balls 


The rubber balls recovered at El Manati are extraordinary in and of them- 
selves but are also important because many predate the offerings of wooden 
sculptures. We uncovered five such rubber balls within the Manati A phase 
deposits along the rocky bed of the spring, and two of those, discussed earlier 
(Features 8-92 and 31-92; see Figs. 3, 4), were associated with polished green- 
stone axes. In addition, an isolated group of three rubber balls (Feature 21-89) 
was also unearthed. These balls vary in size from 8 to 13 cm in diameter, and 
were placed side by side in a southwest-northeast alignment. They lie atop 
Level IX, but within Level VIIIb, and are located essentially at the middle of 
the “rectangle” formed by Sculpture 2 (Fello), Sculpture 4 (Too), Sculptures 5, 
6, and 7 (Lulu, Chispa, Poc), and Sculptures 8 and 9 (Nacho, Polo) (see Ortiz 
and Rodriguez 1989: map 1). We know that during the construction of the 
fish ponds prior to our research, villagers found at least five other small rubber 
balls, presumably from Manati A levels. 

So far we have recovered only two rubber balls from Macayal phase deposits, 
and those were found in association with two wooden staffs (together Feature 
24-89).The balls had been placed in an intrusive pit above one of the large 
worked stones that occur on the bed of the spring. This stone has extensive “ax- 
sharpening grooves” on its upper surface, as well as a ground “cup mark” 20 cm 
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in diameter and 15 cm deep. However, we believe that the balls were only 
circumstantially associated with this worked stone. 

The balls, both slightly oblong in shape (22 x 18 cm and 20 x 15 cm), lay 
side by side, touching, in an east-west orientation. A wooden staff pointing in a 
northerly direction lay above the west ball, and a second staff, also pointing 
north, lay beneath the same ball. The balls were covered by thin layers of a 
fibrous organic material, not as if they had been wrapped in the fibers, but 
rather as if the fibrous material was part of the offering. The fiber was highly 
decomposed, and only a small sample could be taken for identification in the 
laboratory. 

Significantly, the excellent preservation of the balls has enabled us to ascer- 
tain their production technique. They were created by the layered wrapping of 
multiple strips of rubber, a technique similar to that used today to manufacture 
balls of string cheese. These rubber balls have a firm, compact texture. If we 
include the five balls found by local villagers, a total of 12 rubber balls have 
been found at El Manati. One notable difference detectable in that sample is 
that the oldest rubber balls, those of the Manati A phase, are generally smaller, 
from 10 to 14 cm in diameter, while balls of the Macayal phase measure 20—22 
cm in diameter. Nevertheless, the presence of a dozen rubber balls among the 
offerings at El Manati indicates their importance in the ritual activities that 
were carried out there. 


Scepters 


The largest wooden object recovered is Special Object 2, a long rodlike 
large wooden scepter or ceremonial staff, 110 cm in length and tapering from 
3.5 to 2.5 cm in diameter. Protruding from the scepter’s ovoid knoblike tip is a 
shark tooth.The knob is reminiscent of a bird’s head with the beak represented 
by the shark tooth. In addition to its unusual knob, the scepter is of further 
interest because it had been painted a red-orange color, and at the moment of 
discovery the color still maintained an enamel-like shine. The color, most clearly 
seen on the knob, continues at least halfway down the scepter. Because this rare 
wooden object was encrusted with a hard sandy coating, we did not attempt to 
clean it. It is possible that the scepter has engraved designs, but we will not 
know until it is completely cleaned by the INAH conservation laboratory 

The scepter occurred between Levels [X and X, with the top (knob) resting 
on the layer of organic material that represents Level [X, while the other end 
was within the sandy deposit of Level X.The scepter was oriented to the north 
and had been placed midway between Sculptures 5, 6, and 7 and Sculptures 8 
and 9 (Ortiz and Rodriguez 1989: map 1), as if separating the two groupings. It 
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is therefore possible that it had been placed at the same time that both group- 
ings were interred and that it is part of the same ceremonial complex. 

Special Object 6 is a fragment of a wooden staff that is decorated with 
white and red paint. The remnant is 25 cm long with a maximum diameter of 
ca.4 cm The staff is unusual, for it is octagonal in cross section, and the lengths 
of each of its eight sides are decorated with excised rectangular depressions. 
These sides were painted in red, and the rectangular excised depressions were 
filled with a white pigment, creating an interesting contrasting decorative fin- 
ish. One end of the staff fragment is thicker and ends in a flattish shape. This 
latter is the best-preserved section of the staff and was probably the handle. 
This object was found at a depth of 2.3 m, handle downward, penetrating into 
the tepetate below the spring bed and extending upward through Level X. It 
was an isolated object with no associated artifacts. 


Ritual Knives 


Excavations also uncovered a group of three unique stone knives (Feature 
9-89) each consisting of a bifacial blade point embedded in a tar handle. Two 
of the blades are of a milky gray obsidian and the other of flint or chert. The 
latter knife occurred on the west side of the group. None of the knives shows 
evidence of use. All three lay pointing south atop a block of fine-textured 
yellow clay that was different from the yellow clay of the matrix. 

Near to the knives, and in possible association (although 10 cm deeper) were 
two concentrations of obsidian flakes. In both concentrations the flakes were 
laid out in a triangular shape that pointed north. One concentration was com- 
posed of 27 fragments of gray obsidian, all possibly from the same core and all 
probably reduction flakes from blade core preparation. All of the flakes exhibit 
simple retouching that gave them projectile point shapes. The flakes were de- 
posited directly on a layer of greenish clay, but the excavation profile of this 
concentration suggests that the flakes had been held in a gourd bowl or some 
other concave object of perishable material. The second concentration of flakes 
was located 1 m to the southeast, and consisted of seven fragments of milky 
gray obsidian, possibly all from the same core (since two pieces could be re- 
joined). One of the fragments shows simple bifacial retouching, to give it the 
shape of a projectile point. Directly north of the seven fragments was a small 
concentration of yellow clay identical to the yellow clay of the block underly- 
ing the three knives. 


Clay Blocks 


Twenty-six clay blocks were found in the El Manati deposits, indicating that 
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these were another important type of artifact used there. The blocks are rectan- 
gular in shape, 20-30 cm long, and all have a very plastic consistency and vary 
from cream to greenish-gray in color. One two-section block gave the impres- 
sion of having perhaps been a modeled bust, but there were no signs of a face. 
Eleven of the blocks each had a small serpentine ax embedded in their center, 
bit upward. We also have noted that some blocks were laid out in north-south 
lines. These blocks date to the same time as the sculptures, the Macayal phase, 
but occur as well in Level III, the stratum that covers the sediment in which the 
busts were interred. 


BEHAVIORAL PATTERNS AND PERSISTENCE OF THE FEATURES 


It is important to note several behavioral activities that seem to be constant 
in the rituals associated with the busts. First, it is clear that there is a pattern to 
the placement of the sculptures. Groupings were interred in north-south and 
east-west alignments, indicating that the ceremonies were carefully planned 
and executed. Furthermore, both the single sculptures and those buried in groups 
had been covered by plant materials similar to tule, and most of them were 
further protected by sandstone rocks. 

Among the notable objects associated with the sculptures were wooden 
staffs. These occur in two general forms, serpentine and lanceolate, and their 
position vis-a-vis the busts varies. In addition, the skeletal remains of infants are 
associated with most, but not all, busts. Analysis suggests that these were prob- 
ably newborns. Only one, below Sculpture 13, was a primary burial. A second, 
unassociated, primary burial was found in the area between Sculptures 2 and 4. 
The majority seem to represent infants whose bodies had apparently been dis- 
membered and/or cut into sections (some with the extremities still articu- 
lated). These fragmentary infant remains occur dispersed around certain 
sculptures. In some instances the bones had been covered with powdered he- 
matite. The most exceptional of these discoveries is the infant cranium found 
near Sculpture 17, with its manmade U-shaped cut and attached cord (Fig. 6). 

Greenstone axes are rare in Macayal phase offerings, but 11 were found with 
the Sculptures 18, 19, and 20 group, and one was found with Sculpture 1. The 
Sculptures 18, 19, and 20 group was also associated with a ball of hematite, as 
was Sculpture 2. Finally, branches and bundles of plants were associated with 
Sculpture 2, with the Sculptures 5, 6, and 7 group, and with Sculpture 17 and 
thus form another group of objects sometimes associated with this ceremonial 
behavior. 

While most of the sculptures seem not to have been decorated, 10 exhibit 
facial paint around the mouth area—tred paint delimited by a black stripe. Sculp- 
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tures 1 and 7 had wooden earspools that hung from an asphalt pendant, while 
Sculptures 18, 19, and 20 had circular earspools possibly made from a gourd 
and circular pectorals made of the same material (Fig. 9). 


OBSERVATIONS AND DISCUSSION 


The El Manati site was located at a special place. The absence of ceremonial 
or domestic architecture, and the association of the cultural phenomena we 
uncovered there with natural features (the hill, the spring), allows us to consider 
this place a sacred space at which a series of religious practices were carried 
out. These practices varied in form and complexity over time (Ortiz and 
Rodriguez 1994). 

We have not yet been able to determine the complete spatial extent of the 
area in which the ritual practices were carried out. Manati A phase artifacts are 
found throughout practically the entire area excavated to date, and from test 
excavation data we believe that Manati A phase ritual activities extended at 
least 30 m further north, 20 m west, and 18 m south (as measured from our 
central datum). It is highly probable that those activities encompassed an even 
larger area. 

The axes characteristic of Manati A phase offerings have a dispersed distri- 
bution across the spring bed. Although axes are sometimes near the edges of 
the ancient pool, most of the single isolated axes seem to be concentrated near 
its center, suggesting that they had been intentionally tossed into the deepest 
part of the pool. This suggests that they were offerings of an individual nature. 

Another source of evidence for the ceremonial use of this area by the Olmec, 
beginning with the Manati A phase, is the sandstone rocks found at the bottom 
of the bed. The rocks are generally the same size and have cuts or grinding 
marks on them. It is significant that the largest ones are aligned along a north- 
south orientation, indicating intentional placement. We initially postulated that 
the grinding marks on these stones were merely for sharpening axes. However, 
the data now lead us to believe it more likely that the grinding marks were 
related to a religious practice with the objective of obtaining the mana or 
magical power of the place. Similar grinding marks are found on two colossal 
heads and several other monuments at San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980: 298, 
300-365) and on all four La Venta colossal heads (Clewlow et al. 1967: 71-76). 

In addition to the axes recovered within the ManatiA phase level, we recov- 
ered domestic artifacts. Similar domestic artifacts were also recovered in exca- 
vations of shoreline areas beyond the spring. Because we have also carried out 
excavations of Olmec period houses at the nearby site of El Macayal, we have a 
good idea of the range of typical household artifacts used in daily lifeways, and 
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thus note that certain types of domestic artifacts are absent in these early de- 
posits at El Manati. For example, domestic cutting instruments for preparing 
animal meat are absent. We note that many of the ceramics found are tecomates, 
the majority having extremely small mouth openings and lids. These could 
have been used as containers and may also have been used to boil tubers and 
seeds or to ferment fruit. 

There are a number of explanations that could account for the types of 
domestic refuse found in the deposits at E] Manati. For instance, if these mate- 
rials pertain to priests or special persons who were caretakers of this sacred 
place, the refuse suggests that they had dietary customs somewhat different 
from those of the rest of the population. In their search for closer ties with 
nature, their diet may have been more vegetarian—vegetables, tubers, and 
plants—thus eliminating the need for meat-cutting utensils. Alternatively, the 
domestic materials may have been brought by pilgrims who threw some of 
these objects into the pool, while materials occurring around the spring could 
have resulted from the occasional ritual preparation of foods. Whatever the case, 
it is clear that the E] Manati site had been a sacred place from at least the time 
of the Manati A phase (1600-1700 B.c.). 

In the following Manati B phase, after the formation of Level [X at a time 
when sediment began to be deposited in the pool, ritual activities included the 
placement of groupings of axes following well-established patterns. These pur- 
poseful groupings varied in size from 2 to 12 pieces. In our final field season, in 
addition to east-west alignments of grouped axes, we found some interesting 
variations, including a “flower” created from 6 axes (Feature 11-92; Fig. 5) and 
a group of 12 stacked axes (Feature 7-92). These groupings immediately bring 
to mind the ax clusters and alignments found in Complex A at LaVenta (Drucker, 
Heizer, and Squier 1959: 133-187) and at San Isidro, Chiapas (Lowe 1981).The 
Manati B phase groupings obviously represent a purposeful patterned place- 
ment of axes, as opposed to the dispersed phase A axes that were apparently 
tossed, rather than carefully placed, in the pond. These purposeful ax deposits 
suggest a more developed form of ritual activity in phase B, one that would 
culminate in the offerings of a large number of sculptures carved in wood. 

We have named the period of the ritual burial of wooden sculptures the 
Macayal phase, and associated ceramics and other artifacts indicate that it is 
contemporaneous with the Early Formative occupation of the nearby El Macayal 
site and with San Lorenzo A and B phases at San Lorenzo. The Macayal phase 
ritual area does not seem as extensive as earlier. We know, however, that it did 
probably extend somewhat farther north and south of the area we have exca- 
vated. In fact, our 1992 excavations found the Sculptures 18, 19, and 20 group 
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some 12 m south of our central datum. 

The majority of the wooden sculptures, in spite of their apparent individu- 
ality, follow the same formal model.This indicates that they were an ideological 
image, that is, a religious symbol, that was conceptualized following essentially 
the same pattern, a phenomenon also common in other religions of the world. 
At the same time, the individuality of the busts could indicate that they were 
representations of chiefs, rulers, or personas who achieved a high level of pres- 
tige, leading to an attempt to immortalize them with images. It is also possible 
that the wooden staffs associated with some of the busts were the insignia of the 
power the individuals enjoyed during their lives. Finally, the surface wear of the 
sculptures suggests that they must have served a specific function in ritual prior 
to their burial. 

The bundles of leaves, plants, and reeds also clearly played an important role 
in the magico-religious ceremony of sculpture interment. Everything appears 
to indicate that the sculptures received a special burial treatment similar to that 
given to people: they were wrapped to form a funeral bundle, and they were 
buried in a careful and sophisticated ritual. One constant pattern to their place- 
ment, both singly and in groups, is that they seem to form three west-east 
alignments, toward the direction of the Cerro Manati to the east. 

The association of dispersed infant bones and two primary infant burials 
with the sculptures is also worthy of emphasis. We originally believed the bones 
to be those of monkeys and other animals that perhaps represented the spiritual 
animal companion of each sculpture. However, the bones have recently been 
identified as those of newborn (and possibly unborn) human babies (Valentin 
Maldonado n.d.). That identification elevates this cultural phenomenon to a 
higher level of complexity, as it is evidence of the human sacrifice of children 
and possibly of ritual cannibalism as well. We know from various examples of 
Olmec monumental art that infants played a fundamental role in Olmec reli- 
gious ideology. We await the additional information that physical anthropolo- 
gists can glean from these skeletal remains, for example, whether there are 
dismemberment cut marks or evidence of anthropophagy, and whether these 
had been healthy children or show signs of some pathology. 

From the Spanish chroniclers (Duran 1967; Sahagun 1981), we know that at 
the time of Spanish contact, child sacrifice was a common practice and was 
especially associated with the worship of water and fertility. The recent discov- 
eries at the Templo Mayor of Tenochtitlan (Roman Berrelleza 1990) are par- 
ticularly relevant in this regard. However, we have no way of ascertaining if the 
infants at El Manati were dead (sacrificed?) prior to being interred with the 
wooden busts, or if they drowned in the pit dug to deposit the offering of 
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sculptures. Whatever the case, it is interesting that these infant interments al- 
ways take a secondary position in these offerings of sculpture and were not 
important on their own. 

It is also interesting to note that rubber balls occur in offerings in both the 
earliest (Manati A) and latest (Macayal) phases, showing continuity in the cus- 
tom of offering these particular objects. The major change in the rubber balls 
over time seems to be in their size: as already noted, the earliest are also the 
smallest. The two rubber balls from the Macayal phase were associated with 
wooden staffs, indicating that they are contemporaneous with the busts and 
clearly formed part of the paraphernalia associated with this ritual complex. 
The fact that a total of nine balls were found indicates the importance of rub- 
ber balls in these offerings. It is the first time in the history of Olmec archaeology 
that overwhelming evidence is found for the use of this material and its importance 
in Olmec rituals. 

While we had originally thought the rubber balls were simply another cat- 
egory of object associated with the rituals, a stone “yoke” was recently given to 
us by the villagers, and they assured us that it had come from El Manati and had 
been associated with burials that they had uncovered. If that is indeed true, the 
yoke adds another interpretative possibility—a possible relationship of the El 
Manati offerings with the ball game (Ortiz, Rodriguez, and Delgado 1992). 

Many questions remain unresolved, which we hope to answer with further 
research at E] Manati. For example, we do not know if the offerings were the 
product of one single community or if there were various communities that 
worshiped at this place. The relative closeness of San Lorenzo, Tenochtitlan, 
and other important centers offers the possibility that various peoples or pil- 
grims used this sacred spot. Furthermore, although the data appear to us to 
indicate that the sculpture interment was carried out at essentially one period 
in time, we cannot discard the possibility that the site may have been used 
subsequently for other offerings and that what we have excavated corresponds 
to only one ritual moment. 

It appears obvious that the offerings at El Manati were related mainly to the 
worship of the water and the hill. El Manati was clearly a sacred place, for 
several elements important to Mesoamerican concepts of sacred geography are 
found united here. Johansson (1992: 15) says of such sacred places: 


Son ... los espacios naturales, donde la epifania formal del relieve o de 
la vegetacion revela los lugares predilectos del culto, y los recintos sagrados 
que, por una parte, traen la naturaleza a la urbe, y, por otra, marcan los 
limites que separan el espacio sacro de su homdlogo profano. . . . los 
primeros ritos seran esencialmente miméticos, ya que buscaran imitar las 
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manifestaciones naturales segin el cuadro cultural del grupo. 


These are natural spaces where the formal epiphany of the relief or 
the vegetation reveals the favored places of worship and the sacred 
precincts that, on the one hand, bring nature to the city and, on the 
other, mark the limits that separate sacred space from its profane coun- 
terpart . . . the first rites must have been essentially mimetic, since they 
sought to imitate natural phenomena according to the cultural frame 
of the group. 


The springs emerging from the base of the Cerro Manati fed a pool of water 
into which axes, jade beads, and pottery were thrown. A similar phenomenon, 
an Olmec offering of jade objects in water, was also found at Arroyo Pesquero 
(Beverido n.d.). The Cerro Manati itself would have been an important geo- 
graphic feature, and the site’s location at the foot of such a prominent hill is 
analogous to Chalcatzingo (Grove 1987), Las Bocas (Coe 1965), and 
Teopantecuanitlan (Martinez Donjuan 1986), where the communities settled 
on the west side of an important elevation in their respective areas. Further- 
more, the Cerro Manati is apparently a source of red pigment (possibly hema- 
tite), an important natural resource for both local and regional exchange. A 
reason for the economic demand for that pigment is that red color almost 
certainly symbolizes blood. That symbolic importance may have been yet an- 
other factor making El] Manati a sacred place. 


CONCLUSION 


The data obtained at El Manati allow us to highlight some actions that later 
became an important part of the religious ideology of the Classic and Post- 
Classic peoples, up to the Spanish Conquest according to the chroniclers. We 
see these similarities as analogous, and it is not our intent to make direct com- 
parisons between the Formative period ritual behavior at E] Manati and rituals 
carried out in later periods in Mesoamerica, for we realize the pitfalls (e.g., 
Kubler 1962; compare Diehl 1989). 

The objects recovered at E] Manati are obviously the material reflection of 
important ceremonial activities, of which only some objects or paraphernalia 
remain preserved. We will probably never know what prayers, songs or music, 
or food and drink were included in the rituals. These objects undoubtedly had 
a semiotic meaning as signs or icons obviously charged with symbolism. But 
how can we interpret them if, for the most part, we lack the knowledge of 
Olmec social, political, and economic organization, which is precisely what 
gives substance to these manifestations? Perhaps it would be best to avoid sub- 
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jective speculations and to merely describe these offerings while awaiting more 
information, for in archaeology there are few other alternatives. 

It is clear that we have at El Manati the remains of activities associated with 
the worship of natural elements, especially of water in the form of springs, of 
the hills as attractors of the clouds and the rain, and the possible linking of 
these with communication with the ancestors, here represented by images carved 
in wood (compare Chalcatzingo Relief 1; Angulo 1987: 133-141). One can 
also consider the possibility that the sculptures were like the assistants of Tlaloc, 
that is, the tlaloques, chaneques or dwarfs, inhabitants of the hills and springs, who 
provided and controlled the rains and who hit the clouds with their staffs so 
that the clouds would unload this vital element, perhaps represented by the 
small figures with staffs surrounding the personages on La Venta stelae 2 and 3 
(Drucker 1952: fig. 49; Drucker, Heizer, and Squier 1959: figs. 67, 68). Person- 
ages carrying staffs are common on later stelae and their staffs have been inter- 
preted as symbols of authority. That suggests, as we noted earlier, that the wooden 
busts might be images of chiefs. 

A further analogy is found in the cult and tradition of child sacrifice in 
ceremonies associated with water and the worship of fertility that continued 
until the Spanish Conquest. The cries and tears of these sacrificed infants pro- 
pitiated the rains. We know that children occupied a central role in Olmec 
iconographic representations. For this reason, some researchers have suggested 
that “child gods” born of the mountains, the hills, and the caves reflect an 
Olmec origin myth. As Joralemon speculates (1971: 19), some Olmec ceremo- 
nies possibly sought to bring the infantlike “rain god” back to the human world 
and “may have marked the beginning of the Mexican rainy season and [were] 
almost certainly accompanied by the sacrifice of infants and small children.” 
The greenstone axes may have symbolized the drops of rain, the crystalline 
waters that reflect the verdant vegetation or even the sea. 

The piles of stone above some offerings may also have had major signifi- 
cance, possibly symbolizing the sacred hill where the gods of water and the 
tlaloques live and/or can be found. Piles of stone were important and venerated 
at the time of Spanish contact, and as Landa (1978) reports for the Maya area, 
were related to the cardinal points and to roads. 

In the Olmec area of southern Veracruz and Tabasco, including in the 
Coatzacoalcos Basin around El Manati, the problem was not a scarcity of water 
but rather of fresh water such as that found in springs, as opposed to the un- 
healthy waters of the marshes. The inhabitants of these areas battled the marshes 
and the long rainy season that threatened to flood the villages and devastate 
cropland, causing serious crises due to the lack of basic resources. For this rea- 
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son, springs and their supply of fresh water were both important and sacred 
spaces. What objective would ritual activities and ceremonies at El Manati, 
charged with elements of worship of fertility, water, the hills, and so on, have 
had? Were they to incur favor or to ask for clemency against the constant 
floods? At this time, while we are evaluating our data, we continue to be struck 
by the abundance of water in this region and all its great threats to the peoples 
of the area, and believe that the ritual activities must have been a great plea that 
the gods of water be more benevolent to the people. 

The El Manati offerings imply elaborate ritual behavior involving the par- 
ticipation of many people and a great quantity of magical objects. The rituals 
were carefully planned and executed, and various communities may have par- 
ticipated in the activities. It is difficult to know the motive that drove these 
people to carry out this grand rite, the burial of dozens of wood sculptures, 
human infants, jadeite or serpentine axes, animals, and other sacred objects. The 
offering certainly surpassed the mere eagerness of propitiatory rites. It must 
have corresponded to an exceptional event. The discovery is extremely inter- 
esting, not only for the variety and artistic quality of the recovered objects, but 
also because a careful analysis of the context of the offerings and of the site 
will allow us to delve into the magico-religious thought of the Olmec com- 
munities, their beliefs, gods, mythology, and other almost unknown aspects of 
this enigmatic culture. 


Acknowledgments This project was cosponsored by the Instituto Nacional de 
Antropologia e Historia and the Instituto de Antropologia de la Universidad 
Veracruzana. Funding was provided by the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia 
e Historia and the National Geographic Society. The Facultad de Antropologia 
de la Universidad Veracruzana, the Instituto de Investigaciones Antropoldogicas 
and the Instituto de Biologia of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de México, 
and the Unidad Regional de Culturas Populares de Acayucan also collaborated. 
Support for the radiocarbon dates reported here was provided by Betty Meggers 
(for the two dates obtained from Beta Analytic) and Robert Santley (for the 
date provided by Geochron). 


Editors’ note The basic translation of this chapter from Spanish to English was 
done by Yasha Rodriguez. The chapter was edited by David Grove, following 
both the Spanish and English versions to insure accuracy, and reedited by Rose- 
mary Joyce. The editors accept responsibility for any errors or omissions. 


252 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 


ANGULO V., JORGE 
1987 The Chalcatzingo Reliefs: An Iconographic Analysis. In Ancient Chalcatzingo 
(David C. Grove, ed.): 132-158. University of Texas Press, Austin. 


BEVERIDO, FRANCISCO 
n.d. San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan y la civilizacion olmeca. M.A. thesis, Universidad 
Veracruzana, Jalapa, 1970. 


Crja TENORIO, JORGE FAausTO 
1984 Paso de la Amada, an Early Preclassic Site in the Soconusco, Chiapas, Mexico. Papers of 
the New World Archaeological Foundation49. Brigham Young University, Provo. 


C1arK, JOHN E. 
1991 = The Beginnings of Mesoamerica: Apologia for the Soconusco Early Formative. 
The Formation of Complex Society in Southeastern Mesoamerica (William R. Fowler, 
ed.): 13-26. CRC Press, Boca Raton. 
1994  Antecedentes de la cultura olmeca. In Los olmecas en Mesoamérica (John E. 
Clark, coord.): 31-41. Citibank, Mexico. 
CLEWLOW, C. WILLIAM, JR., RICHARD A. COWAN, JAMES F O’ CONNELL, AND CARLOS BENEMANN 
1967 = Colossal Heads of the Olmec Culture. Contributions of the University of 
California Archaeological Research Facility 4. Berkeley. 


Cor, MICHAEL D. 
1965 The Jaguar’s Children: Pre-Classic Central Mexico. The Museum of Primitive 
Art, New York. 
Cor, MICHAEL D., AND RICHARD A. DIEHL 
1980 = In the Land of the Olmec, vol. 1: The Archaeology of San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 
Dreux, RICHARD A. 
1989  Olmec Religion. In The Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 11. Macmillan, New 
York. 
DRUCKER, PHILIP 
1952 = La Venta, Tabasco: A Study of Olmec Ceramics and Art. Smithsonian Institution, 
Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin 153. Washington, D.C. 
Drucker, PHILIP, RoBerT F. HEIZER, AND RosBeErt J. SQUIER 
1959 Excavations at La Venta, Tabasco, 1955. Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of 
American Ethnology, Bulletin 170. Washington, D.C. 
DurAn, Fray Dieco 
1967 — Historia de las Indias de Nueva Espajia y Islas de Tierra Firme. Editorial Nacional, 
Mexico. 
Grove, Davin C. (ED.) 
1987 Ancient Chalcatzingo. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
JOHANSSON, PATRICK 
1992 Teatro mexicano, historia y dramaturgia, vol. 1: Festejos, ritos propiciatorios y rituales 
prehispanicos. Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, Mexico. 


253 


Ponciano Ortiz C. and Maria del Carmen Rodriguez 


JORALEMON, P. Davip 
1971 = A Study of Olmec Iconography. Studies in Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology 
7. Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C. 


KUBLER, GEORGE 
1962 The Art and Architecture of Ancient America: The Mexican, Maya, and Andean 
Peoples. Penguin Books, Baltimore. 


LANDA, Fray DIEGO 
1978 Relacién de las cosas de Yucatan. Editorial PorrGa, Mexico. 


Lowe, GARETH W. 
1975 The Early Preclassic Barra Phase of Altamira, Chiapas. Papers of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation 38. Brigham Young University, Provo. 
1981 Olmec Horizons Defined in Mound 20, San Isidro, Chiapas. In The Olmec 
and Their Neighbors (Elizabeth P. Benson, ed.): 231-255. Dumbarton Oaks, 
Washington, D.C. 
Martinez DonyuAN, GUADALUPE 
1986 ‘Teopantecuanitlan. In Primer Coloquio de Arqueologia y Etnohistoria del Estado 
de Guerrero: 55-80. Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia y Gobierno 
del Estado de Guerrero, Mexico. 


Ortiz C., PONCIANO, AND MariA DEL CARMEN RopRiGUEZ 
1989 — Proyecto Manati, 1989. Arqueologia 1 (ser. 2): 23-52. 
1994 Los espacios sagrados olmecas: E] Manati, un caso especial. In Los olmecas en 
Mesoamerica (John E. Clark, coord.): 69-91. Citibank, Mexico. 
Ortiz C., PONCIANO, Maria DEL CARMEN RODRIGUEZ, AND ALFREDO DELGADO 
1992 Las ofrendas de El Manati y su posible asociacion con el juego de pelota: un 
yugo a destiempo. In El juego de pelota en Mesoamérica: raices y supervivencia (M. 
T. Uriarte, coord.): 55-67. Casa de Cultura, Gobierno del Estado de Sinaloa. 
ROMAN BERRELLEZA, JUAN ALBERTO 
1990 — Sacrificio de ninos en el Templo Mayor. Coleccion Divulgacion. Instituto Nacional 
de Antropologia e Historia, Mexico. 
SAHAGUN, Fray BERNARDINO 
1981 — Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva Esparia. Editorial Porrtia, Mexico. 
VALENTIN MALDONADO, NORMA 
n.d. Analisis del material 6seo procedente del sitio Manati. Manuscript in the 
Archivo de la Subdireccién de Servicios Académicos, Instituto Nacional de 
Antropologia e Historia, Mexico, 1989. 


254 


Public Monuments and Sacred Mountains: Observations 
on Three Formative Period Sacred Landscapes 
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HE ORIGINS OF MESOAMERICA’S monumental art lie in the Formative 

(Pre-Classic)' period and are clearly attributable to the Gulf Coast 

Olmec. The magnificence of Olmec monuments has attracted schol- 
arly inquiry for more than fifty years, but during that period the monuments 
have been studied primarily as individual works of art.A purpose of the monu- 
mental art was presumably to communicate certain “messages” to its viewers, 
yet what those messages might be, and how the placement of the monuments 
within sites may have facilitated that communication, are issues that have re- 
ceived very little serious consideration. 

I began to recognize the relevance of “message” and monument placement 
while directing the Chalcatzingo Archaeological Project in the 1970s. 
Chalcatzingo, in the highlands of Central Mexico, is one of several Formative 
period centers outside of the Gulf Coast whose citizens began to create and 
display Olmec-like monumental art after ca. 900 B.c. At the time we began our 
research, 12 such stone monuments were known at Chalcatzingo, and an addi- 
tional 18 were discovered during our three years of fieldwork there (Grove and 
Angulo 1987). As each of these 18 carvings came to light, it became increas- 
ingly evident that their symbolic content was directly correlated with the area 
of the site at which they had been displayed. For example, monuments carrying 
the theme of rain and plant fertility are common to one particular site area, 
while those depicting rulership-related themes occur in a separate area (Grove 


' The terms Pre-Classic and Formative are generally interchangeable. Pre- Classic is used 
primarily in the Maya area, while Formative is more commonly used by North American 
scholars dealing with Central Mexican archaeology. 
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1984: 449-468, 109-122; Grove 1987b: 431—432).The association of some of 
these monuments with mound architecture also indicated that the monuments 
were an integral part of the site’s spatial organization. With the knowledge that 
the physical arrangements of many Mesoamerican sites may manifest some 
underlying cosmological template (see below), the spatial distribution of 
Chalcatzingo’s monuments presented the opportunity to analyze the site in 
that regard, that is, to gain an understanding of Chalcatzingo’s created “sacred 
landscape.” 

While many Mesoamerican scholars recognize that cosmological templates 
may have been a part of the spatial organization of Mesoamerican sites, the 
cosmological principles underlying the arrangement of any site are seldom 
self-evident, and relatively few scholars have therefore attempted to elucidate 
those templates or the sacred landscapes they created. The major exception is 
found in the work of researchers dealing with late Postclassic Central Mexico 
and in particular the city of Tenochtitlan. Those analyses, which draw upon 
both archaeological and ethnohistoric data, demonstrate that, in its major ar- 
chitecture, Tenochtitlan was laid out to conform to certain basic cosmological 
principles. The focus of Tenochtitlan’s sacred landscape was its symbolic sacred 
mountain, the coatepetl (literally, “serpent-hill”), the Templo Mayor. That pyra- 
mid was a cosmological pivot, and by extension Tenochtitlan itself was also 
cognized by the Aztecs as the cosmological center of the universe (Broda, 
Carrasco, and Matos 1987: 56-58, 140-143; Elzey 1976: 319-320; Nicholson 
1990;Townsend 1982). 

Tenochtitlan is merely the best-documented example today of a 
Mesoamerican center laid out by its builders to manifest a sacred landscape (see 
also Sugiyama [1993] for Teotihuacan and Ashmore [1989, 1992] for Copan, 
Quirigua, and Tikal). While public architecture plays a significant role in most 
Mesoamerican sacred landscapes, such landscapes may also have been defined 
in more subtle ways, such as through the placement of shrines or monuments 
on the natural or built landscape. It is particularly through the latter manifesta- 
tion that Chalcatzingo’s sacred landscape can be investigated. 

An understanding of Chalcatzingo’s sacred landscape is relevant to several 
important and long-standing questions about the nature of that site and its 
occupants. It is clear that Chalcatzingo’s monuments had been carved within 
the canons of Gulf Coast Olmec monumental art and that the sculptors at 
Chalcatzingo had utilized a technology that likewise must have originated with 
the Olmec. However, Chalcatzingo is located in Mexico’s central highlands, 
more than 400 mountainous km northwest of the Gulf Coast, and, with the 
exception of its monumental art, archaeologically the site is Central Mexican 
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in almost all aspects of its material culture (Grove 1987a: 435). Its inhabitants 
were presumably linguistically? and ethnically quite different from the Gulf 
Coast Olmec. Therefore, in appraising the spatial distribution of Chalcatzingo’s 
monuments and architecture, some obvious questions emerge. Does that distri- 
bution follow a Gulf Coast Olmec template that was adopted along with the 
monument technology and artistic canons? Or is Chalcatzingo’s template dif- 
ferent, such that any Olmec elements it might contain were merely added to a 
preexisting (Central Mexican) sacred landscape at the site? Those questions are 
particularly pertinent to understanding the nature of Chalcatzingo’s interac- 
tion with Gulf Coast Olmec sites. 

To make such a comparison of organizational templates, it is obviously also 
necessary to reconstruct the Gulf Coast Olmec templates. As at Chalcatzingo, 
this can be done through an analysis of monument placements and architec- 
tural associations at the two best-documented Gulf Coast Olmec centers—La 
Venta, Tabasco, and San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan, Veracruz. In carrying out those 
analyses it is recognized that there are some inherent problems, but no more so 
than with almost any other archaeological data. An initial concern in analyzing 
monument placement is that of monument chronology. The monuments at the 
sites under consideration were apparently created and erected at differing times 
during a period of up to seven hundred years. Furthermore, during that time 
many of those carvings were perhaps repositioned, mutilated, recycled (see 
Cyphers, this volume), or buried, and the sites themselves enlarged and modi- 
fied. Moreover, there is the basic problem of sampling, for in no case has any 
center been completely excavated to reveal all possible monuments. 

This analysis is carried out to ascertain if viable patterns do exist, problems 
notwithstanding. It is aided by the fact that because sacred landscapes follow fun- 
damental cosmological templates, they tend to be conservative and maintained for 
centuries. Thus, even though a site may have been physically rebuilt and modified 
over time, its cosmological template could have remained substantially unaltered. 
In fact, several interesting co-occurring patterns are observable at the three sites 
under discussion. Those patterns suggest that a basic template—the result of ad- 
herence to certain structuring principles—was operable at those sites, that the 
template was long-lived (conservative), and that any site modifications and monu- 
ment repositionings over time probably reproduced the long-established template. 


? Although Nahuatl was the common language of Morelos in the sixteenth century, 
several linguists, including Hopkins (1984: 30-52) and Manrique Castaneda (1975: maps 5, 
7), have suggested that during the Formative period the peoples of Morelos and adjacent 
areas of Guerrero spoke a language of the Otomanguean family, a family common across 
Central Mexico and the Oaxaca area. 
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The following analyses focus primarily upon large and relatively immobile 
stone monuments. At both La Venta and Chalcatzingo those have restricted 
distributions that form a zone of monumental art that I shall refer to in this 
chapter as the Major Monument Zone (MMZ).I do so to avoid using any term 
for that zone that might be misunderstood or give the appearance of being 
emic. Furthermore, this chapter deals only with monument placement and the 
reconstruction of the sacred landscape within that zone. What mundane uses 
the MMZ may also have had at the sites under analysis is not discussed, particu- 
larly because in most instances that use remains to be archaeologically ascer- 
tained. 

For clarity and space considerations, bibliographic citations for the indi- 
vidual monuments mentioned in this chapter are presented in an Appendix. 


CHALCATZINGO’S MONUMENTS AND THEIR DISTRIBUTIONS 


Chalcatzingo is one of only two pre-500 B.c. sites in Central Mexico with 
both stone monuments and public mound architecture (e.g., Grove 1984, 1987c); 
the other site is Teopantecuanitlan, Guerrero (Martinez Donjuan 1982, 1985, 
1986; Grove 1989: 142-145).* The Formative period village at Chalcatzingo 
was situated on a terraced hillside extending northward from the base of the 
Cerro Chalcatzingo and the Cerro Delgado, two imposing mountains that rise 
abruptly from the floor of the Amatzinac Valley in eastern Morelos. Most of the 
site’s 31 known monuments occur in three spatially distinct settings: two major 
groupings on the Cerro Chalcatzingo and a third major cluster on several lower 
terraces within the settlement area (Fig. 1). Those three groupings define the 
Major Monument Zone, and the few solitary monuments at the site will not be 
considered in this general analysis. All of Chalcatzingo’s monuments for which 
stratigraphic context can be ascertained were erected during the late Middle 
Formative Cantera phase, ca. 700-500 B.c. Those carvings that cannot be dated 
archaeologically can also be assigned to the Cantera phase on stylistic grounds 
(Grove 1987b: 426-430; 1989: 132-142). 


The Cerro Chalcatzingo Carvings 


The Formative period occupants of Chalcatzingo, and indeed the Pre-Hispanic 
peoples of eastern Morelos in general, most probably considered the Cerro 
Chalcatzingo to be a sacred mountain (see, e.g., Cook de Leonard 1967;Angulo 


> The Teopantecuanitlan data are still being prepared for publication by Guadalupe 
Martinez Donjuan, and Kent Reilly has been independently investigating that site’s sacred 
landscape. I have therefore not attempted an analysis of Teopantecuanitlan for this chapter. 
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Fig. 1 Schematic view of Chalcatzingo, showing the platform mound (center) and 
monument distribution. North is to the left. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler and David 
Grove. 


1987: 157; Grove 1972: 36; 1987b: 430-432). It is important to note in this 
regard that the two groups of carvings specifically associated with that moun- 
tain are thematically “mythico-supernatural” (Grove 1984: 109-122). 
Chalcatzingo’s most famous bas-relief, “El Rey” (Monument 1; Fig. 2), is 
situated high on the mountainside, where it is the principal carving in a 
group of six bas-reliefs executed directly onto exposed rock faces there 
(Fig. 1). These reliefs occur adjacent to a natural watercourse for rainwater 
runoff, and rain is the major interrelating iconographic theme of these 
monuments. The “El Rey” carving depicts a personage seated within a large 
niche that is represented by a sectioned quatrefoil. That half-quatrefoil is 
marked with iconographic motifs that show it as the mouth of a supernatural 
creature and identify it as a ““mountain cave.” Rain clouds with falling !-shaped 
raindrops hang over the cave, and similar raindrop motifs also decorate the 
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Fig. 2 Chalcatzingo Monument 1,“El Rey.” 


costume of the personage.“ Mist” scrolls are shown emanating from the mouth 
of the cave. 

The other five small reliefs (Monuments 6/7, 8, 11, 14, and 15) occur as a 
linear series running eastward from Monument 1.While each of these carvings 
is slightly different in one or two minor details (Grove 1987b: table 27.1), they 
all depict the same basic scene: a small saurian creature crouched atop a scroll 
motif and peering upward at a rain cloud with falling !-shaped raindrops. In 
three of the five carvings a squash plant is depicted below the saurian and scroll. 
As Jorge Angulo (1987: 133) has noted, the linear arrangement of the bas-reliefs 
suggests that they may have composed a purposeful pictorial sequence. Because 
they are spaced several meters apart, it also means that they cannot be viewed 
simultaneously as a group. To see them, a viewer must walk from carving to 
carving, a positioning of monuments that I shall refer to throughout this chap- 
ter as a “processional arrangement.” 

The cerro’s second cluster of carvings also consists of six bas-reliefs, but they 
are executed on boulders and stone slabs on the talus slope at the foot of the 
mountain (Fig. 1). Five of these carvings occur in a linear, spaced, processional 
arrangement. They are relatively large carvings and primarily depict supernatu- 
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ral zoomorphic creatures dominating generalized human figures: a large 
reptilianlike creature grasping a human figure in its mouth (Monument 5); two 
felines with supernatural features, pouncing with claws extended onto two 
prostrate humans (Monument 4); a recumbent feline beside a cactuslike plant 
(Monument 3; Angulo [1987: 144] has discovered a probable subordinate hu- 
man figure in a damaged area of the carving); and a recently discovered carving 
showing a snarling feline atop a prone human figure (Monument 31; Fig. 3). 
These reliefs probably illustrate a sequence of mythical events important in the 
cosmogony of the peoples of Chalcatzingo. 

The fifth relief (Monument 2), at the west end of the series, is best described 
as depicting a ritual involving four human actors. Three of them are standing 
and masked; the fourth is seated, and his mask has been turned to the back of 
his head. The headdress worn by one of the standing participants in the ritual 
replicates the motifs adorning the head of one of Monument 4’s felines. This 
correspondence suggests that the ritual scene was related in some manner to 
the mythological events displayed by the other monuments in the sequence. 


Fig. 3 Chalcatzingo Monument 31. 





David C. Grove 


A sixth talus carving, Monument 13, was found downhill from the larger 
boulder reliefs. It portrays a supernatural anthropomorphic being with a cleft 
head, seated within the quatrefoil mouth of a supernatural creature. The carv- 
ing is therefore iconographically similar to Monument 1, higher on the same 
hillside. 


Monuments within the Habitation Zone (Fig. 1) 


The hillside terracing begins at the base of the cerro’s talus slopes. The 
Formative period settlement is situated on these terraces, and the uppermost 
major terrace (Terrace 1) was apparently a principal precinct of the Formative 
period village. It was the location of Chalcatzingo’s major elite residence (PC- 
Structure 1), at its southern edge. Its northern edge is dominated by the 
settlement’s largest public architectural construction, a massive 70 m long, 7 m 
tall Formative period earthen platform mound (PC-Structure 4).The platform 
mound and the elite residence on Terrace 1 are separated by a 1 ha “plaza” area. 
It is notable that no monumental art has been discovered within that plaza area. 

At least one carving, Monument 9 (Fig. 4), had apparently been erected atop 
the large platform mound (Grove and Angulo 1987: 124; Prindiville and Grove 
1987: 63). This large stone slab is decorated with a supernatural’s frontal face 
created by a quatrefoil mouth surmounted by eyes and eyebrow elements. The 
cruciform center of the quatrefoil is hollow, and wear along the lower edge of 
the gaping mouth might have been caused during the monument’s ritual use as 
a passageway (Angulo 1987: 141; Grove 1984: 50). 

The three terraces immediately downhill (north) from the imposing earthen 
platform mound constitute the third major monument locality (Fig. 1). Each of 
these terraces (Terraces 6, 15, 25) is the location of a low stone-faced Cantera 
phase platform structure. The platform dimensions range from 15 to 20 m in 
length and 0.5 to 1.3 m in height. A carved stela had been erected adjacent to 
each platform: Monument 21 (Terrace 15), Monument 23 (Terrace 25), and 
Monument 27 (Terrace 6). Two additional stelae (Monuments 26 and 28) anda 
round altar (Monument 25) were also uncovered on Terrace 6.Although most 
of the five stelae had been mutilated, several were sufficiently intact to deter- 
mine that their bas-relief carvings depict individual personages. This emphasis 
on displaying specific individuals, and later “decapitating” these monuments, is 
a major feature of Gulf Coast Olmec monumental art (e.g., Angulo 1987: 155; 
Grove 1981, 1987b: 423). Because these carvings deal with specific personages, 
probably the rulers of the site, I have classified the general theme of the monu- 
ments as “political” and “rulership” (Grove 1984: 49-68).The decapitated statue 
of a seated personage (Monument 16), found 60 years ago by Eulalia Guzman 
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Fig. 4 Chalcatzingo Monument 9. 


in a small gully that separates Terrace 6 and Terrace 15 (Guzman 1934: fig. 
10, no. 6), is consistent with the rulership theme of that site area. 

The rulership theme is further reiterated on Terrace 25 by the presence of a 
large tabletop altar, Monument 22 (Fash 1987). Such altars are an important 
monument type at Gulf Coast centers and appear to have functioned symboli- 
cally as a ruler’s “throne” or seat of power (Coe and Diehl 1980: 294; Grove 
1973: 135; 1981: 64). Chalcatzingo’s’ Monument 22 is the only tabletop altar 
ever discovered outside of a Gulf Coast Olmec center and is of further interest 
because it is situated within an unusual architectural feature, a large rectangular, 
stone-walled sunken patio (Fash 1987: figs. 7.1, 7.4). 
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Such sunken patios constitute a sacred space that symbolically represents an 
entrance or interface to the infraworld, and thus the Monument 22 altar sits 
within that interface. Symbolic infraworld interfaces frequently occur in the 
architecture of Mesoamerican sites in forms such as sunken or enclosed plaza 
areas and ballcourts (e.g., Gillespie 1991: 339; Schele and Freidel 1991: 291).A 
large sunken walled patio contemporaneous with Chalcatzingo’s occurs at 
Teopantecuanitlan, Guerrero (Martinez Donjuan 1982, 1985, 1986). That cen- 
ter seems to have had significant ties with Chalcatzingo (Grove 1987b: 429; 
1989: 142-145) and may have been its closest regional peer during the Middle 
Formative period. The present archaeological data suggest that such sunken 
patios may be an architectural form distinctive of Formative period Central 
Mexico (i.e., Teopantecuanitlan and Chalcatzingo).* 


Chalcatzingo’s Sacred Landscape 


The sacred landscape at Chalcatzingo combines natural sacred geography (i.e., 
geographic features with sacred symbolism; e.g., Vogt 1981) with a constructed 
landscape. The Cerro Chalcatzingo, at the southern periphery of the settlement 
area, was clearly an integral part of the site’s cosmological template, for it is the 
location of two groups of mythico-supernatural carvings. These two groups of 
carvings communicated different messages. Cloud and rain symbols predomi- 
nate in the reliefs high on the hillside adjacent to a natural rainwater drainage 
channel. On the other hand, depictions of zoomorphic supernaturals dominat- 
ing humans prevail in the reliefs on the talus at the base of the mountain. 

The constructed landscape begins with Terrace 1 at the base of the talus slopes. 
This terrace was the location of an elite residence, and there is no evidence that 
monuments had ever been erected in this area. The site’s massive earthen platform 
mound delimits the northern (downhill) edge of the terrace, and a large quatrefoil 
supernatural face (Monument 9), had apparently been erected atop the mound. 
The presence of two similar quatrefoil supernatural faces on the Cerro Chalcatzingo 
(Monuments 1 and 13), and the overall “mountain” symbolism of these quatrefoils 
(Angulo 1987: 140-142; Grove 1987b: 427), suggest that Monument 9’s placement 
on the massive earthen platform may have identified that platform mound as a 
“sacred mountain” within the site’s constructed landscape. 


* Ann Cyphers (this volume) reports evidence of a wall behind San Lorenzo Monu- 
ment 14, a large tabletop altar, and suggests the possibility that the wall is part of a sunken 
patio, a prospect that remains to be further tested archaeologically. Radiocarbon dates from 
the Teopantecuanitlan patio (Martinez Donjuan 1986: 77), suggest its earliest construction 
phase may date to ca. 1400 B.c. 
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To the north, on the three terraces immediately beyond the platform mound 
(Terraces 6, 15, 25), are low stone-faced platforms and monuments depicting 
personages. Terrace 25 is also the location of a sunken patio and tabletop altar. 
Rulership is the dominant theme in monuments in this site sector. 

A definite north-south spatial dichotomy is manifested in the monument 
distribution and themes at Chalcatzingo, and the northern and southern sec- 
tors of the site’s MMZ are physically separated by the great platform mound. 
Rulership monuments and stone-faced platforms occur in the sector north of 
that platform, and the mythico-supernatural carvings are in the sector to its 
south. In the far south, high on the natural sacred mountain, a “sky cave” en- 
trance to the otherworld is depicted (Monument 1), while its complementary 
Opposite, a sunken patio—an entrance to the earthly otherworld—is positioned 
in the far north. There is also a general symmetry to the north-south monu- 
ment placements. In terms of actual measured linear distance, the earthen plat- 
form that separates the northern and southern sectors is positioned midway 
between the northernmost and southernmost carvings (Cerro Chalcatzingo 
Monuments 1 and 2—5,Terrace 25’s Monument 23). 


LA VENTA’S MONUMENTS AND THEIR DISTRIBUTIONS 


The easternmost Gulf Coast Olmec center, La Venta, situated on the humid, 
tropical coastal plains of Tabasco, is notable for its abundance of both stone 
monuments and earthen mound architecture. La Venta’s complex of mounds 
extends for more than a kilometer and is dominated near its north end by one 
of Middle Formative Mesoamerica’s largest pyramid structures, the 30 m tall 
Mound C-1 (see Gonzalez 1988: fig. 1; Adams 1991: map 3-2). Robert Heizer 
(1968: 15-21) was one of the first scholars to suggest that Mound C-1, built 
atop a raised basal platform, symbolized a sacred mountain. Most of La Venta’s 
80 known monuments occur in and around the mound-plaza groups designated as 
Complexes A and B, immediately to the north and south of Mound C-1 (Fig. 5). 

Complex A extends northward from the foot of Mound C-1’s basal plat- 
form. The enclosed plaza area of this architectural complex is renowned in the 
history of Olmec archaeology, for it has been the focus of nearly all the signifi- 
cant archaeological research conducted at LaVenta prior to 1985.The 1942-43 
excavations of Stirling and Drucker (Drucker 1952) and the 1955 research of 
Drucker, Heizer, and Squier (1959), both within Complex A, uncovered some 
of the most spectacular Olmec creations ever found. These included great bur- 
ied mosaic pavements, massive offerings of serpentine blocks, caches of jade 
celts, and major tombs. The latter may be the graves of several of La Venta’s 


265 


David C. Grove 


hy 
La Weriiet 


ae 


Tos wan i; I ll 
(a ee 

eo, ons ny 

COPMIPL DEM 4 j 
i 


ris TP 
ae ed 
MOUND c-1 SKE TI 


TOMPLEX B 


= 
= II i i 
] 
ll li au “4 
Ibori 
(peel a fee 
=_—4 fr re 
h | dhe 
—_ 7 
‘ ape 
2, | 
[MET | ss 
1 
1 
|; | 
| 14 | 
a C= : 
ater weal 
Meee TTL = 
see 
er 


a iI ) 
" i! mad [tl 5 
ee sl lll 
I 1! i= ; EF 
he 24 on wll pas 
me Ss a ee 
eo I 
= |! i ll \- =4 
ic i poe F | =/ 
| ob ot yes 
et le ah ley 
I i i 5 ae i ; 
ete are 
(ana 1 
jeu Lite 
= ah | I 
pe 1, 
eel li, 
by 
- _* 
il ih sl 
Sree 


Fig. 5 La Venta, showing locations of Mound C-1 and Complexes A and B. 
Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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rulers. Many of these discoveries occurred along a north-south axis bisecting 
the complex. This axis can also be extended further south to bisect Mound C- 
1 and Complex B as well. In some instances the extended axis is relevant to the 
monument placements described below. 

Until recently (Gonzalez 1988; Heizer, Graham, and Napton 1968), Com- 
plex B had received comparatively little archaeological attention. The complex 
extends southward from Mound C-1’s basal platform and includes a 7 ha plaza 
area (“Plaza B”) whose perimeter is well defined by platform mound architec- 
ture, including the large raised “Stirling Acropolis” along the plaza’s east side. 
Although the architecture of Complex B is not well dated, the visible mounds 
of both Complexes B and A appear to be Middle Formative period construc- 
tions. The monument distributions in both of these areas are most easily dis- 
cussed in terms of their form categories. 


Colossal Heads (Fig. 6) 


The Olmec are perhaps best known to the public as the creators of colossal 
stone heads. These heads are “personage” carvings and seem to be portraits of 
individual Olmec rulers (Coe 1977: 186; Grove 1981: 65-67), either as living 
ruler or revered ancestor. Their placement within a site’s sacred landscape must 
therefore be considered from the perspectives of both rulership and ancestors. 
Only 4 of the 17 known Olmec colossal heads occur at La Venta. Heads 2, 3, 
and 4 were found ca. 110 m beyond Complex A (Drucker 1952: 9) and consti- 
tute the northernmost monument grouping at La Venta. They had been ar- 
ranged “facing north, forming an irregular line approximately 100 m. east to 
west” (1952: 9). In contrast, the fourth, Head 1, had been positioned south of 
Mound C-1, in Plaza B. 


Altars (Fig. 7) 


Several different monument forms at La Venta have been classified as “al- 
tars,” sculptures that, as noted earlier, seem associated with rulership. Five of La 
Venta’s nine altars are of the tabletop variety, large rectangular monuments 
distinguished by their projecting upper ledge and large frontal niche with a 
seated personage. Two subtypes of tabletop altars can be distinguished: Type A, 
which depict only the seated personage within the niche (La Venta Altars 3, 4, 
6), and Type B, in which the niched personage holds a “baby” (La Venta Altars 
2,5). Non-tabletop altars are Altars 1,7, and 8, and possibly also Monument 59. 

Although the nine monuments listed above include several very different 
forms of altars, eight of these carvings are located in Plaza B south of Mound 
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Fig. 6 La Venta, the distribution of colossal heads. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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Fig. 7 La Venta, the distribution of altars. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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C-1,° and they comprise the majority of the major monuments displayed in 
that large plaza area. Their distribution within the plaza is also informative. The 
tabletop altars occur only at the north and south extremities of Plaza B, and in 
both instances occur as Type A-and-B pairs. The southern pair, Altars 4 [Type 
A] and 5 [Type B], are arranged on opposite sides of a low range mound (Mound 
D-8), where they are positioned so that they create an east-west alignment 
with a conical mound, D-1, in the plaza. That alignment seems deliberate and 
may have demarcated the plaza’s southern limit. More than 400 m north, at 
the upper edge of Mound C-1’s basal platform, are Altars 2 [Type B] and 3 
[Type A]. 

A special configuration also occurs in the altar pairs: the Type A and B altars 
were positioned to face in opposite directions. Although this might be consid- 
ered as merely coincidental in the case of Altars 4 and 5, erected on opposite 
sides of Mound D-8, the same opposition occurs with Altars 2 and 3 on the 
basal platform below Mound C-1, and it is more convincing there. Altar 2 faces 
onto Plaza B, and thus its frontal scene would have been visible to viewers on 
the plaza. In contrast, Altar 3 was apparently positioned facing toward Mound 
C-1, and therefore its main imagery would not have been visible to those 
viewers. In both pairs, the Type B altars (personages holding babies) face toward 
the plaza, and Type A altars face away from that area. 

Spaced nearly equidistantly across Plaza B, between altar pairs 2-3 and 4-5, 
are Altars 1,7, and 8. All occur east of the site’s north-south axis, except for 
smaller Monument 59 found on Mound B-4 (Clewlow and Corson 1968: end 
map). The wide (ca. 110 m) spacing between these various altars means that 
even if the plaza area was an entirely open vista, the monuments nevertheless 
could only have been viewed individually, suggesting that their positioning 
reflects a purposeful processional arrangement. 


Stelae (Fig. 8) 


Stelae are a monument form that appears to have gained importance only 
late in Olmec prehistory, at which time they became the medium for display- 
ing low-relief images of personages and supernaturals. La Venta’s three most 
famous stelae—Stelae 1, 2,and 3—all depict particular personages. Stelae 1 and 
3 were both found in Complex A north of Pyramid C-1. Stela 1, in relatively 
high relief, depicts a personage standing within a rectangular niche that is marked 


> La Venta Altar 6 occurs outside the MMZ in Complex F (the “Cerro Encantada”), ca. 
700 m northwest of Complex A (Gonzalez 1988: fig. 1;Adams 1991: map 3-2). Stylistically, 
it is a very late carving. 
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Fig. 8 La Venta, the distribution of stelae. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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iconographically as the mouth of a supernatural creature, that is,an otherworld 
entrance. It is notable that the stela had been erected a few meters west of 
Tomb C in alignment with that tomb’s large stone crypt grave (Drucker 1952: 
fig. 14). Stela 3, with a “narrative” scene showing two personages, was posi- 
tioned in the area of Complex A referred to as the “Ceremonial Court” and 
hidden behind the columnar basalt wall that enclosed that area. In contrast, 
Stela 2 was erected on Plaza B south of Mound C-1. There it was situated 
adjacent to Colossal Head 1, and both monuments were openly displayed. All 
three stelae occur west of the site’s north-south axis. 

Although Stelae 1,2, and 3 are among the best known of La Venta’s monu- 
ments, several large green schist stelae have been found at the site but have not 
received the attention they deserve. These green schist stelae all occur in the 
Plaza B area, and all are carved with great supernatural faces (Fig. 9). One of 
these, Monument 58, had stood on Mound B-4 in Plaza B (Clewlow and Corson 
1968: end map). The more important pair, Monuments 25/26 and 27, were 
erected at the southern base of great pyramid Mound C-1, where they are 
positioned so that they flank the mound’s north-south axis. Monument 86 
(Stela 5), a recently discovered stela with a mythico-supernatural scene depict- 
ing four personages, one of whom is descending from the sky, stands between 
Monuments 25/26 and 27 (Gonzalez 1988: fig. 1; 1994). 


Other Carvings (Fig. 10) 


Unlike the massive altars, stelae, and colossal heads, which are essentially 
immobile, smaller carvings such as anthropomorphic statues were more readily 
portable. Several of these could have been used in rituals or moved from place 
to place, therefore the locations at which they were discovered are relevant in 
only the most general terms. Those carvings for which provenience data are 
available primarily cluster around the periphery of Plaza B, including east of 
the plaza on the Stirling Acropolis. The virtual absence of small monuments in 
Plaza B itself suggests that none had been permanently displayed there. 

A few smaller monuments were found in Complex A, primarily within the 
enclosed Ceremonial Court. Three additional carvings—Monuments 19, 20, and 
21—had been positioned north of Complex A near Colossal Heads 2, 3, and 4. 


La Venta’s Sacred Landscape 


The northern limit of the Major Monument Zone at La Venta is defined by 
Colossal Heads 2,3, and 4, and is separated from the southernmost monuments, 
Altars 4 and 5, by a distance of ca. 840 m. Mound C-1 is situated near the 
midpoint of that distribution, effectively separating the zone into a northern 
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Fig.9 LaVenta stela Monument 25/26. 





and a southern sector. The majority of the principal monuments at the 
site—seven altars, a stela, and a colossal head—were positioned in the south- 
ern sector within Plaza B. They are all monuments which by their very size, 
and by their placement in a processional arrangement in that large open 
area, could visually communicate their iconographic messages to many view- 
ers at one time. The north end of Plaza B is dominated by the wide elevated 
apron of Mound C-1’s basal platform, and it is therefore notable that the 
other architecture surrounding the plaza is likewise comprised of platform 
mounds, that is, mounds that in many instances could have functioned as 
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Fig. 10 La Venta, the distribution of miscellaneous monuments. 
Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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elevated “stages” for rituals meant to be viewed by people gathered within 
the plaza. The southern sector of La Venta’s MMZ seems to be accessible 
public space, an area in which rulership/personage monuments were dis- 
played in a processional arrangement, and thus an area in which public ritual 
activities probably took place. Many of these rituals may have been related to 
the monuments. Even the vast majority of the site’s smaller monuments for 
which there are provenience data are found on the east and west fringes of 
Complex B. 

In contrast, in the northern sector, the major objects and offerings in Com- 
plex A were not meant to be accessed or viewed. Complex A 1s a restricted 
precinct partially enclosed by long range mounds. It is an area of major tombs, 
and the elaborate offerings found there were buried and thus were not meant to 
be viewed or accessed. Even the few monuments situated within Complex A, 
such as Stela 3, were not openly displayed but were hidden behind the large 
wall of columnar basalt pillars of the complex’s Ceremonial Court. 

The cosmological meaning of the sacred landscape represented in the northern 
sector can be inferred from the presence of major tombs there: north is the 
realm of the ancestors and the past and probably also a sky realm.® The place- 
ment of three colossal heads 110 m beyond Complex A, in the far north, is 
consistent with that cosmological referent, for in the Middle Formative sacred 
landscape represented at La Venta, these Early Formative period portrait carv- 
ings of Olmec rulers would indeed be the ancestors. The fact that these three 
heads were not buried, but visible and positioned to create “an irregular line 
approximately 100 m. east to west” (Drucker 1952: 9), implies that they too had 
been spaced in a processional arrangement and were meant to be viewed. 

An interesting contrast is manifested in the positioning of the major 
monuments openly displayed within the northern and southern sectors. 
Those in the southern sector are spaced along the central area of the sector, 
while tombs and buried offerings occur in the central area of the northern 
sector and the displayed monuments occur at that sector’s perimeter. That 
basic north-south dichotomy, and the separation of those two sectors by 
Mound C-1, the constructed “sacred mountain,” was clearly a significant 
aspect of La Venta’s template. However, the MMZ’s center-line axis also 


° A number of scholars have pointed out the association of north with the celestial/sky 
realm in Classic Maya cosmology, and Ashmore’s (1989, 1992) analyses of Classic Maya 
sacred landscapes discuss that correlation very well. For a variety of reasons, aspects of 
Complex A (and particularly the Ceremonial Court area) also seem to have associations 
with a celestial otherworld. Susan Gillespie has called my attention to the association be- 
tween “north” and “the past” in some other Mesoamerican cosmologies. 
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created an east and west division that produces a lesser pattern: altars are 
positioned east of the axis and colossal heads and stelae west of it. 


SAN LORENZO’S MONUMENTS AND THEIR DISTRIBUTIONS 


San Lorenzo is situated 60 km inland from the Gulf of Mexico, atop a long 
plateau that rises ca. 50 m above the floodplains of the Coatzacoalcos and 
Chiquito Rivers. The plateau area had been artificially built up in Olmec and 
pre-Olmec times to create a space more than 1,100 m long and up to 700 m 
wide (Coe 1968: 44-46; 1981: 119; Coe and Diehl 1980: 27-28, map 2). That 
remodeling of the hilltop required organization and planning, and was cer- 
tainly carried out for reasons that transcended the mundane: it arguably created 
the basic sacred landscape at San Lorenzo. More than sixty monuments have 
been found on the plateau, and several smaller sites situated several kilometers 
from the plateau—Tenochtitlan, Potrero Nuevo, Los Treinta, and El Azuzul— 
also have a few monuments (see Fig. 14). The monuments of these peripheral 
sites are discussed in a separate section of this chapter. 

The reconstructible pattern of monument distribution at San Lorenzo ex- 
hibits some distinct differences from that of La Venta. Some of the variation 
may be due to the fact that the sites are not completely contemporaneous. San 
Lorenzo has more Early Formative period monuments, such as colossal heads, 
while late Middle Formative period monuments, such as stelae, are rare there. 
Similarly, San Lorenzo lacks a major earthen mound comparable to La Venta’s 
C-1, and mound-plaza groups dating to the site’s Olmec occupation have not 
yet been distinguished there. Although the Group A mounds and the Mound 
C3-1 pyramid in the center of the San Lorenzo plateau have a layout reminis- 
cent of La Venta’s Complex A (see, e.g., Figs. 10-12), they seem to be Early 
Postclassic constructions (Coe and Diehl 1980: 29, 388, fig. 12). The possible 
exceptions are one or two small mounds, exposed in stratigraphic cuts, that 
may have been constructed in the late Middle Formative period Palangana 
phase (1980: 62-71, 200-201, figs. 44, 45). Finally, while the zones of monu- 
ment distribution at La Venta and Chalcatzingo comprise one-third or less of 
the total site areas there, the major monuments at San Lorenzo occur across 
nearly the entire upper surface of the plateau, and the MMZ and main site area 
are essentially equivalent.’ 


7 Ann Cyphers’ current research at San Lorenzo (e.g., Cyphers, this volume; personal 
communication) indicates that the total site area is even greater, also encompassing the 
terraces and hillslopes below and beyond the upper surface of the plateau. 
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Colossal Heads (Fig. 11) 


In 1994 San Lorenzo’s tenth colossal head was discovered. Only about half 
of these heads occur in good archaeological contexts, however, and the remain- 
der have been found in the barrancas that have eroded into the plateau over the 
centuries. Therefore, only general observations can be inferred from the posi- 
tioning of the heads. 

Three of the heads (2,4, and 7) occur in the northeastern quarter of the San 
Lorenzo plateau, and the other seven have been found along the sides of the 
South-Central Ridge (1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10). Colossal heads are absent in the 
north-central area of the plateau, creating an interval of separation between the 
northern and southern heads of more than 300 m. In both areas the individual 
heads are spaced more than 100 m from each other, perhaps again representing 
a processional arrangement, particularly in the cases of heads 2, 4, and 7 (north) 
and heads 1, 6, 9, and 10 (south). 


Altars (Fig. 12) 


Only two unequivocal tabletop altars have been found at San Lorenzo. 
Monument 20 (Type B) was found in the far northwest area of the plateau. 
Monument 14 (Type A) is positioned in the west-central sector of the site. 
Although separated by more than 400 m, these two altars are in a virtual north- 
south alignment.® 

Evidence suggests that several other tabletop altars had also been displayed 
on the plateau at some time. Monument 18, in the southeastern corner of the 
South-Central Ridge, is apparently the basal fragment of a tabletop altar. The 
stone’s low-relief carving depicts a pair of dwarfs, each with one upraised arm, 
as if to “support” the missing tabletop. Monument 60, on the east side of the 
plateau near head 1—and nearly due north of Monument 18—may likewise be 
a basal fragment. The most interesting evidence, however, is the astute observa- 
tion by James Porter (1989) that oddly sculpted areas on two of the site’s colos- 
sal heads (2 and 7) indicate that these monuments had been altars before being 
recarved into their present form. 

Four other carvings have also been classified as altars at San Lorenzo: two 
large rectangular stone slabs, Monuments 8 and 51, and two “circular altars,” 


* It is also notable that while separated by almost one km, the northernmost and south- 
ernmost colossal heads, 4 (north) and 3 (south), are in a virtual north-south alignment, and 
heads 5 and 8 are positioned close to that alignment line. However, because of barranca 
erosion, the discovery location of head 3 may be only approximate to its original position 
on the plateau. 
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Fig. 11 San Lorenzo, the distribution of colossal heads. North is at top of map. 
Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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Fig. 12 San Lorenzo, the distribution of altars. North is at top of map. Drawing by 
Marie J. Zeidler. 
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Monuments 16 and 64. Both rectangular slabs are positioned in the same gen- 
eral east-west “latitude” of the plateau as the Monument 14 and 60 altars. On 
the other hand, the “circular altars” are located on the plateau’s Southwest Ridge. 
There they appear to be positioned along an extension of the north-south 
alignment formed by Monuments 14 and 20. 


Other Carvings (Fig. 13) 


The majority of smaller monuments on the plateau occur along the Group 
C and D ridges, in the western-central sector of the site, away from most of the 
major monuments. These smaller carvings consist primarily of anthropomor- 
phic and zoomorphic statues. Based upon her recent excavations of the Group 
D Ridge, Ann Cyphers (this volume) suggests that monument recycling and 
recarving took place in that site area, a function that may partly explain the 
large number of fragmentary and smaller monuments found there. 


San Lorenzo’s Sacred Landscape 


Even though San Lorenzo lacks a major mound, the north-south dichotomy 
that is basic to the organizational template at Chalcatzingo and La Venta is 
nevertheless present. The majority of the large monuments occur in the south- 
ern half of the plateau. The southern sector begins with an east-to-west band of 
altars (Monuments 8, 14, 51, 60) located just below the site’s midline. Seven 
colossal heads occur to the south of these altars. There they are widely spaced 
and could have been viewed only one at a time. That fact, and the possible 
linear positioning of heads 1, 6, 9, implies that they are arranged processionally. 
As at La Venta, this southern sector was the area in which rulership/personage 
monuments were displayed. 

Only four major monuments are presently known in the entire northern 
sector, an altar (Monument 20; Type B) and three colossal heads. All these monu- 
ments were positioned near the outer limits of the northern sector. Only a few 
traces of possible Olmec period architecture occur in the extensive north- 
central area of the plateau, that is, the zone equivalent to the location of Mound 
C-1 and Complex A at La Venta,’ and these seem to date to the Late Middle 
Formative period (Palangana phase) after San Lorenzo’s “apogee.” Whereas at 
LaVenta the elaborate tombs of Complex A helped identify north as symboli- 
cally the realm of “ancestors,” no such tombs have yet been discovered at San 


° Interestingly, the site’s modest Early Postclassic period Group A Mounds are positioned 
at the same equivalent template location as La Venta’s Mound C-1 and Complex A. While 
perhaps coincidental, it is as if their placement was governed by a very long-lived template. 
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Fig. 13 San Lorenzo, the distribution of miscellaneous monuments. North is at top of map. 
Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 
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Lorenzo. Therefore, attributing a similar cosmological significance to that site’s 
northern sector is more problematical. 

As noted above, James Porter (1989) has observed that two colossal heads at 
San Lorenzo had been recarved from their original monument form, altars. 
That physical transformation, from ruler’s “thrones” to ruler’s portrait heads, 
was a significant symbolic transformation as well. These conversions were pre- 
sumably carried out following the death of the rulers, that is, when they them- 
selves were transformed into ancestors. Therefore, it is perhaps meaningful that 
precisely these two heads, 2 and 7, were both positioned in the northern sector. 
Similarly, the heavily “mutilated” condition of the northern sector’s tabletop 
altar (Monument 20) may perhaps reflect the initial stages of the recarving 
process intended to convert that altar into another ancestral colossal head for 
that sector. 

Only generalized east-west differentiations appear in the monument pat- 
terns. In the western portion of the plateau a north-south line is created by the 
site’s two tabletop altars, Monuments 14 and 20. If that line is used as a referent, 
almost all massive monuments—including all colossal heads—occur east of the 
line, while virtually all small monuments are found west of it. 


THE SAN LORENZO PERIPHERY AND SACRED LANDSCAPE 


The majority of the carvings at the sites peripheral to San Lorenzo— 
Tenochtitlan, Potrero Nuevo, El Azuzul, and Los Treinta (Fig. 14)—are the- 
matically different from those on the plateau. The exact nature of these sites, 
and of the positioning of their monuments in relation to mound groups, plazas, 
or other features, remains to be determined. Nevertheless, even lacking such 
data, these monuments aid in understanding San Lorenzo’s sacred landscape. 

Seven of the twelve carvings at these sites depict felines, usually shown as 
snarling or in “dominating” positions over humans. For example, Matthew 
Stirling (1955: 8) described Tenochtitlan Monument 1 as “an anthropomorphic 
jaguar seated on a human figure” and Potrero Nuevo Monument 3 as possibly 
representing “copulation between a jaguar and a woman.” However, as others 
have noted, these carvings more likely represent aggression and domination 
(Davis 1978: 454; Medellin 1960: 95). Furthermore, two of the four monu- 
ments recently discovered at El Azuzul are snarling felines. In contrast, the few 
feline carvings found at San Lorenzo (e.g., Monuments 7,37, 77) do not display 
any aggressiveness. 

Aggressive felines are clearly a major component of the peripheral monu- 
ments, but other carvings occur there as well. Potrero Nuevo Monument 2, 
one of the most frequently published of all Olmec monuments, is a tabletop 
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Fig. 14 San Lorenzo and its peripheral sites. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler. 


altar carved with the images of two supernatural dwarfs, their arms raised above 
their heads as if supporting the tabletop. Furthermore, a few personage/rulership 
statues also occur at the peripheral sites (e.g., Los Treinta, Monument 5; 
Xochiltepec ejido monument). 

The contrasts between the monuments at the actual site of San Lorenzo and 
those on its periphery seem explainable by the general cosmology of 
Mesoamerican peoples, where an important distinction is made between cen- 
ter and periphery (see e.g., Hanks 1990: 306-307; Taggart 1983: 55-56). The 
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center symbolizes inhabited space, the village, while the periphery is a place of 
the supernatural and of danger. As Taggart (1983: 55) explains: “The center is 
represented with words standing for the human community. ...The center 
represents the moral order. .. . It is juxtaposed against the periphery.’ The latter 
is identified with the word “forest.” Encounters with the personified forces of 
nature take place more often in the periphery. Within that paradigm, therefore, 
the carvings involving dwarfs, or jaguars dominating humans, pertain to the 
periphery. Their locations—Tenochtitlan, Potrero Nuevo, and El Azuzul—like- 
wise place them on the actual spatial periphery of the main center, San Lorenzo. 

Taggart (1983: 56) also makes the important observation that “present is to 
the past as the center is to the periphery.” Therefore, the center/town/inhab- 
ited space represent the present and socio-cosmic order, while the periphery/ 
forest/mountains symbolize the mythological past and disorder, chaos. From 
that perspective, carvings depicting jaguars dominating humans—on both the 
Gulf Coast and at Chalcatzingo—are portraying events of the mythological 
past. 


SUMMARIZING THE BASIC GULF COAST OLMEC TEMPLATE 


This chapter has used a neutral etic category, the Major Monument Zone, to 
attempt to explore and elucidate the sacred landscapes at Chalcatzingo, La Venta, 
and San Lorenzo.The results suggest that the inhabitants of these three sites did 
position monuments purposely to segment space and that there is some emic 
reality to the MMZ and its component sectors. 

At LaVenta the MMZ is located at the north end of the site’s extensive area 
of architecture, while at San Lorenzo the MMZ comprises almost the entire 
upper surface of the plateau. Mound C-1 stands near the midpoint of LaVenta’s 
zone, while at San Lorenzo there is no central pyramid mound.”° Yet while the 


0 The north-south linear size of the MMZ (ie., the distance from northernmost to 
southernmost monuments) is ca. 1,000 m at San Lorenzo, and ca. 840 m at La Venta. A 
mathematical “midpoint” of that linear distance can obviously be calculated. I discussed 
that mathematical midpoint in my presentation of this paper at Dumbarton Oaks, but to 
avoid overcomplicating the material I have not emphasized it in this chapter. Nevertheless, 
the results are intriguing, particularly for La Venta. Because the placement of La Venta’s 
Heads 2, 3, and 4 was not precisely measured (see Drucker 1952: 9), the midpoint can only 
be approximated. Those calculations disclose that while Mound C-1 visually separates the 
northern and southern sectors, the mound is definitely not positioned at the linear mid- 
point. Instead, the midpoint (and the east-west midline it creates) more likely falls on the 
large basal platform at the southern foot of Mound C-1, where the midline may have been 
defined by the two small conical mounds that occur at the east and west corners of the 
basal platform or by the southern (upper) edge of the platform (Figs. 5-9; also Gonzalez 1988: 


284 


Public Monuments and Sacred Mountains 


ie ae ~ 


Sul eee 





a Sec 


SSS 





Fig. 15 The basic sacred landscape templates of Chalcatzingo, La Venta, and San 
Lorenzo. Drawing by Marie J. Zeidler and David Grove. 


organization of LaVenta and San Lorenzo may seem quite different, within the 
MMzZ at both sites the patterns in the distribution of monument types, and in 
the iconographic themes those carvings display, indicate that these sites actually 
shared fundamental structural similarities in the placement of their monuments, 
that is, a similar template (Fig. 15). 

The most evident structural principle is that the MMZ area has distinct 
northern and southern halves (sectors), and at both San Lorenzo and La Venta 
the majority of the monumental art was positioned in the southern sector. The 
images on these carvings relate to personages and rulership, and in the southern 
sectors they were openly displayed in processional arrangements in the sectors’ 
central area. These carvings were unquestionably intended to be viewed. The 
predominance of displayed rulership monuments in this sector suggests that this 
site area was associated with public rituals related in some manner to that theme. 

In contrast, the northern sectors at La Venta and San Lorenzo are nearly 
devoid of major displayed carvings; the few monuments erected in the north 
are positioned near those sectors’ outer edges rather than their central areas. 
However, even these northern carvings are again laid out in a processional 





fig. 1; Adams 1991: map 3-2). If the linear midpoint was at all culturally relevant to the 
north-south dichotomy expressed in the sacred landscape, then the constructed “sacred 
mountain” (Mound C-1) lies just within the “ancestral” (northern) sector. Similar measure- 
ments suggest that Chalcatzingo’s main mound may also be positioned slightly asymmetri- 
cally and just within the “ancestral” sector. 
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arrangement. The presence of tombs and buried offerings and the restricted 
(nonpublic) nature of much of the northern sector of La Venta suggest that, in 
the Olmec template, north was cosmologically the region of the otherworld, 
ancestors, and the past. 

At present, an “ancestor” symbolism can be inferred only for San Lorenzo’s 
northern sector, and such an attribution is complicated by the fact that the 
three colossal heads displayed in the northern sector, together with the seven 
displayed in the south, may all have represented past rulers (ancestors). Never- 
theless, a mitigating factor may be that the San Lorenzo pattern reflects the 
distribution of Early Formative monuments within the cosmological template, 
while the La Venta pattern represents the distribution of both Middle Forma- 
tive carvings and Early Formative colossal heads. Furthermore, the problem 
noted above does not negate the template’s basic north-south dichotomy, nor 
the fact that within the template the principal display of monuments occurs in 
the southern sector. 

At La Venta the primary mound, C-1, visually divides the northern and 
southern sectors. Large supernatural faces carved on stelae are displayed on the 
southern (public) side of the mound, where they are visible from Plaza B. 
These images may have visually designated that great mound as a symbolic 
“sacred mountain.” Although San Lorenzo lacks a comparable Formative pe- 
riod constructed sacred mountain anywhere on the plateau,” the site’s basic 
template—the sacred landscape—is nonetheless similar. 

The LaVenta data are valuable for revealing the fundamental structural tem- 
plate of the MMZ, while it is through the monuments at the small sites sur- 
rounding San Lorenzo that the nature of the periphery in the Olmec sacred 


" Tt is worth noting that the main architectural components at La Venta extend beyond 
Complexes A and B to also include Complex D (see Adams 1991: map 3-2; Gonzalez 1988: 
fig. 1). In fact, La Venta’s three enigmatic sandstone monuments (52, 53, 54) occur at the 
south end of Complex D in a possible east-west alignment with Mounds D-17 and D-19. 
In terms of linear measurements, the three complexes are essentially of equal size, and, 
although this study has focused on Complexes A and B, the entire grouping can also be 
perceived as a north-central-south triadic arrangement. The reader may be reminded, as I 
am, of the somewhat similar triadic organization of Tikal’s Great Plaza area a millennium 
later: the North Acropolis and the burials of ancestral rulers/the Great Plaza with publically 
displayed rulership monuments along its northern edge/the Central Acropolis elite resi- 
dential-administrative complex of ruling dynasty (e.g., Ashmore 1992). 

2 Susan Gillespie has suggested to me that, in the sacred landscape of San Lorenzo, the 
entire plateau may have been regarded as a sacred mountain, thus perhaps obviating the 
need for a major mound. If that was the case, the supernatural and domination carvings 
found at peripheral sites below the plateau would have been positioned around the “base” 
of that sacred mountain, in the same relative position as the domination scenes on the talus 
slopes of the Cerro Chalcatzingo. 
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landscape becomes clear. The relatively benign monuments of the San Lorenzo 
plateau stand in contrast to the domination (and dwarf ) carvings found at 
Tenochtitlan, Potrero Nuevo, and El Azuzul. These distributions seem to re- 
flect the general Mesoamerican cosmological principle that the center sym- 
bolizes civilized space, whereas the periphery is the region of the supernatural, 
danger, and the mythological past. 


CHALCATZINGO’S TEMPLATE: HOW OLMEC IS IT? 


Beyond the obvious fact that Chalcatzingo’s monuments are executed ac- 
cording to Gulf Coast canons, the site’s organizational template also exhibits 
several strong correspondences with the basic templates of La Venta and San 
Lorenzo (Fig. 15). For example, Chalcatzingo’s MMZ has distinct northern and 
southern sectors of approximately equal size. Also, as at LaVenta, Chalcatzingo’s 
sectors are physically separated by the site’s major mound, and rulership monu- 
ments are displayed exclusively in one sector. Nevertheless, while Chalcatzingo 
follows many of the same structuring principles that operated at the Gulf Coast 
Olmec centers, it also executes those principles somewhat differently. The greatest 
and most explicit contrast is that directionality of the north-south dichotomy 
and the monument distribution pattern is reversed at Chalcatzingo. The site’s 
rulership monuments are displayed in the northern sector, while it is the south- 
ern sector (Terrace 1 and others flanking the Cerro Chalcatzingo’s talus slopes) 
that is nearly devoid of monuments. 

The cosmological symbolism of the southern sector at Chalcatzingo is un- 
clear. If it is “ancestral,” then it is notable (yet perhaps coincidental) that the 
site’s most richly endowed elite burials come from atop the massive platform 
mound and from the elite residence on Terrace 1 (Merry de Morales 1987a: 
100-108; 1987b: 457-465). One such interment, Burial 3, found within a stone 
crypt beneath the latter structure, had been entombed with a stone head (Monu- 
ment 17) severed from a“rulership” statue (1987a: 103-105), evidence suggest- 
ing that in life that person had served in a rulership capacity. 

At La Venta and San Lorenzo, the few monuments in the “ancestral” sector 
occurred only along the margins of that sector. The talus carvings of the Cerro 
Chalcatzingo are situated in a somewhat analogous location, yet they are the- 
matically different. They are not images of ancestral personages, but depict 
zoomorphic supernaturals dominating humans. As such, they are most compa- 
rable in both theme and positioning to the domination carvings that occur at 
Potrero Nuevo, El Azuzul, and Tenochtitlan on the periphery of San Lorenzo 
plateau. The domination carvings at Chalcatzingo are also situated on the pe- 
riphery, at the base of the cerro (sacred mountain) and just beyond the con- 
structed landscape (see note 10). 
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At the Gulf Coast Olmec centers there is no feature of sacred geography 
exactly equivalent to the Cerro Chalcatzingo, nor are there any carvings di- 
rectly similar to “El Rey” (Monument 1) and the other rain-fertility carvings 
high on the hillside. Although the “El Rey” bas-relief shares important icono- 
graphic motifs with Altar 5 at La Venta (Grove 1989: 132-134), it exhibits an 
equally important dissimilarity. Monument 1 is characterized by a large quatre- 
foil supernatural face, as are Monuments 9 and 13. Significantly, such quatre- 
foils are not found in Gulf Coast Olmec monumental art. I have suggested 
above that the large supernatural faces of Chalcatzingo’s Monument 9 and La 
Venta’s Monuments 25/26 and 27 marked their respective massive central 
mounds as sacred mountains.'? While these carvings are similar in where they 
were displayed and in their probable symbolic function, their supernatural im- 
ages are completely different. The closest regional and temporal analogs to 
Chalcatzingo’s three quatrefoil faces are found in the sectioned-quatrefoil “hill 
glyph’/place glyph motifs that begin to be manifested in Late Formative pe- 
riod monumental art in Oaxaca (e.g., Caso 1965: fig. 15). 

A further contrast occurs with Chalcatzingo’s tabletop altar, Monument 22. 
This Gulf Coast type monument is positioned near the far end of the rulership 
sector, just as are Altars 4 and 5 at La Venta. However, Monument 22 is situated 
within a sunken patio, an architectural form not yet shown to occur at Gulf 
Coast Olmec sites. In addition, unlike its monolithic Gulf Coast counterparts, 
the Chalcatzingo altar is constructed of 20 large stone blocks, even though 
suitable altar-sized boulders abound nearby (Fash 1987: 93).The altar’s iconog- 
raphy also diverges from Gulf Coast canons. Whereas the upper ledge of 
Gulf Coast altars is usually carved with an earth band composed of inverted 
U-elements, Monument 22’s upper ledge is decorated with a non-Olmec “elon- 
gated oblong” motif (Grove 1987b: 430, fig. 27.6). 

The above examples help illustrate the eclectic nature of Chalcatzingo, its 
monumental art, and its sacred landscape. While the site’s carvings clearly have 
their roots and canons in Gulf Coast Olmec monumental art, and there is also 
a strong Gulf Coast component to the themes of some carvings, at Chalcatzingo 
those elements are united with motifs and traits that seem more common to 
Central Mexico (Morelos, Guerrero, and Oaxaca; Grove 1989: 142-145), and 
together they are manifested within a template that is an inversion of the Gulf 
Coast template. 


® It seems possible that the concept of erecting large supernatural faces on the public 
side of a site’s main mound, as exemplified at La Venta and Chalcatzingo, may represent a 
Middle Formative period antecedent to the great supernatural masks that adorn Late Pre- 
Classic Maya pyramids, such as at Cerros and Uaxactun. 
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Does Chalcatzingo’s template predate the appearance of the Gulf Coast 
elements? A point strongly favoring that possibility is that the earliest building 
stages of Chalcatzingo’s massive platform mound—the construction separating 
the north and south sectors—date to the Early Formative period (Amate phase; 
Prindiville and Grove 1987: 63), centuries before the site’s adoption of monu- 
mental art (ca. 700 B.c.) and/or other unequivocal evidence of interaction with 
the Gulf Coast Olmec sites. This implies that Chalcatzingo’s basic organiza- 
tional template (i.e., a northern and southern sector separated by a midpoint 
mound) was in place by ca. 1000 B.c. and that the Gulf Coast elements were 
later incorporated into that existing sacred landscape. 


FORMATIVE PERIOD SACRED LANDSCAPES AND FUTURE RESEARCH 


The analyses of monument distributions at Chalcatzingo, La Venta, and San 
Lorenzo demonstrate that, in spite of the great physical differences between 
these three centers, certain similar structuring principles nevertheless operated in 
the positioning of their monuments and major public architecture. Furthermore, 
the distinctive distribution of particular monument types and monument themes 
within these sites implies a cosmological foundation to those structuring principles. 
Thus, through their mounds and monuments, Chalcatzingo, La Venta, and San 
Lorenzo manifest sacred landscapes as an important component of their built 
environments. While this chapter has stressed the dichotomy present within the 
MMZ, nearly all the monuments of the MMZ deal in one way or another with 
rulership, past or present; they are thus essentially “historical.” In contrast, the 
peripheral monuments are more related to cosmology and the mythological 
past, and the fact that such monuments were erected at sites on the periphery of 
San Lorenzo implies that a center’s sacred landscapes extended out to the sur- 
rounding communities as well. That extension may also be reflected in the 
character of the monuments displayed at more distant secondary centers in the 
hinterlands of San Lorenzo, La Venta, and Laguna de los Cerros (for the latter, 
see Grove et al. 1993). 

Because very little attention has been directed to the organizational prin- 
ciples of Formative period sites, it is presently difficult to ascertain which shared 
features of the three templates discussed above are perhaps pan-Mesoamerican 
or at least more common to a wide area of Mesoamerica and which might be 
inherently Gulf Coast Olmec.The dualistic organization ofa site’s Major Monu- 
ment Zone area may be one of these more “pan-Mesoamerican” patterns. 

Sacred landscapes seem to have been a significant characteristic of 
Mesoamerican sites from the Formative period on, although as noted at the 
beginning of this chapter, the principles underlying the organization of any 
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site are seldom self-evident. Elucidating the templates of the vast majority of 
Formative period sites will be difficult, particularly in the absence of monu- 
mental art or other features that carry some interpretable cosmological signifi- 
cance. Nevertheless, the knowledge that sacred landscapes and organizational 
templates may have been fundamental to the way Mesoamerican societies con- 
ceived of and arranged space has exciting potential as an analytical approach 
for understanding more about these societies, their sites, and the distribution of 
activities within those sites. 
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Mon. 51 Coe and Diehl 1980: fig. 492. 
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Mon. 64 
Mon. 77 
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Small feline 


Large feline 


Briiggemann and Hers 1970: fig. 22. 

Briiggemann and Hers 1970: fig. 28. 

Cyphers, this volume, fig. 2. 

Stirling 1955: pls. 25, 26a; Coe and Diehl 1980: fig. 497. 


EL AZUZUL 
Cyphers 1994b: fig. 11; Leon and Sanchez 1991-92: 57. 
Cyphers 1993: figs. 8, 9; 1994a: fig. 1; 1994b: figs. 9, 12; this volume: fig. 7. 


The three monument group 


Mon. 5 


Mon. 2 


Mon. 1 


Mon. 6 


Cyphers 1993: fig. 7; 1994a: fig. 2; 1994b: fig. 5; this volume, fig. 6; Leon and 
Sanchez 1991-92: 59. 


LOS TREINTA 


Cyphers 1992: fig. 6; this volume, fig. 8. 


POTRERO NUEVO 


Coe and Diehl 1980: fig. 496; Stirling 1955: pl. 23. 


TENOCHTITLAN 
Stirling 1955: pl. 2; Coe and Diehl 1980: fig. 499. 
Coe and Diehl 1980: 374, fig. 502. 


XOCHILTEPEC EJIDO 


Cyphers 1993: fig. 2; 1994a: fig. 4. 
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Commentary: Ritual, Social Identity, and Cosmology: 
Hard Stones and Flowing Water 


BARBARA L. STARK 


ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY 


ITH THE TOPICS OF RITUAL, SOCIAL identity, and cosmology that guided 

\ x / the symposium, broad cultural interpretations are at stake in our 

treatment of the archaeological record. While many layers or di- 

mensions of meaning can be addressed among these topics, a tension exists 

among perspectives in this volume regarding the degree of emphasis on the 

social and more particularistic on the one hand and the cosmological and more 

general on the other. I will add to this tension, as it seems likely that it may have 
been recognized, even sought, in the past. 

I selected two themes to explore, stone and water, that were highlighted in 
two of the papers presented Sunday morning when I served as a discussant. 
Ponciano Ortiz and Maria del Carmen Rodriguez’ presentation on E] Manati 
and Ann Cyphers’ contribution on San Lorenzo dealt with Olmec ritual prac- 
tices or monumental sculpture and constructions. Papers by David Grove, Michael 
Love, and William Ringle are also concerned with the monumental and its 
implications. 


SACRED STONES 
... monuments of its own magnificence ... 


William Butler Yeats, 1928, in Rosenthal 1986: 102 


Cyphers’ evidence at San Lorenzo leads her to comment that stone itself 
may have been sacred. This remark and the observations by Ringle about the 
functions of monumentality stimulated me to reconsider how we think about 
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Olmec sacred stones. By “sacred” I mean related to spiritual, transcendental, or 
supernatural properties and requiring or inspiring reverence or devotion. 

Cyphers found an area devoted to recarving of stone monuments (see also 
Porter 1990) and offerings made to a monument set aside for recarving. If the 
stones were sacred, this suggests a general meaning, an element of the Olmec 
view of the essential character of the cosmos. But can we rule out alternatives? 
More particularistic social factors could be reflected as well. Rulership com- 
memoration or the individual(s) commissioning monuments (including ones 
that conveyed sacred themes) may have led to lineage or social group offerings 
to monuments through memory and continued ritual observance. 

With greater time lapse, ritual practices directed at carved monuments may 
still occur. For example, a colossal head at the later Pacific Coast site of El] Baul 
is the object of recent ritual dissociated from its now-unknown ancient role(s). 
We cannot argue that the stone per se is sacred in this later context, as the 
scarcity of carved monuments and especially the representational quality of this 
carving are sufficient to account for its present selection for ritual. Without the 
carved visage, it is questionable that the boulder would be the object of special 
interest, as there are many large rocks in streams in the area. A parallel exists 
between the supra-ordinary context of ritual and the unusual character of the 
monument in the environment. 

A few years ago the state of Veracruz was scoured for carved sculptures by a 
former governor for the inauguration of a new building for the state museum 
of anthropology. If the stone monuments were not sacred to the Gulf Olmec, 
they are partly so today—valued emblems of the past, representatives of social 
continuity, contributors to a modern cultural identity, yet claimed and utilized 
by people in selected localities and thus acquiring a new, specific social mean- 
ing and function. The intrinsic qualities of carved monuments and the particu- 
lar social contexts in which they function continue in a dynamic relation. 

For comparison, can we posit that the Manati offerings of wooden busts and 
staffs, in addition to celts and other items, indicate that wood was sacralized? 
Do wooden carvings help us understand the case for sacred stones? Perhaps 
Olmec celt offerings elsewhere also had wooden materials included, and the 
use of wood was not unique to El Manati. However, hard tropical woods would 
be a much less scarce material than stone for the Gulf Olmec, unless a particular 
rare species had properties that others lacked. 

Helms (1987) has written about the role of polished, black, wooden artifacts 
in the Caribbean, providing an ethnohistoric parallel. A particular species of 
palm yielded desirable qualities, and certain artisans possessed the expertise to 
process and work it. She argues on the basis of widespread evidence among 
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native societies, including Mesoamerica, that black and blue-black were associ- 
ated with cosmological realms and supernaturals. In the case of Gulf Olmec 
carved stone, as well as the Manati wood busts, sometimes paint or pigment was 
added. Ortiz and Rodriguez (1989: 37, 44) describe red-orange paint covering 
much of a wooden staff and part of the faces of some wooden busts, which 
suggests that dark color was not a critical, unvarying feature. Nor is the finish of 
the busts consistent, indicating that the degree of polish was not crucial. 

The ancient Manati wooden objects do not provide a close parallel with the 
Caribbean case, but one of the Manati busts is oddly shaped, perhaps to accom- 
modate the wood used, and shows an adjustment to the presence of a knot 
(Ortiz and Rodriguez 1989: 44). Thus, on occasion, pieces of wood may have 
been employed that limited the scope of the carver, which might indicate some 
limitation in supply. However, no species identifications are available yet, and it 
is not possible to argue that the wood selected was scarce. 

The Gulf Olmec focus on stone as a scarce material for artifact offerings and 
carving would not in itself constitute a case for sacred stone without the sug- 
gestive evidence of offerings to San Lorenzo monuments undergoing recy- 
cling. Many exotic materials circulated in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica and were 
endowed with special significance through prestige associations, workmanship, 
and their roles in restricted ritual contexts; the treatment afforded them does 
not imply that the raw material itself was sacred, unless unworked and thor- 
oughly broken pieces were offered the same treatment as finished, complete 
ones. The carved symbolism of Olmec monuments appears to be crucial in 
their treatment rather than the stone itself, as a recycled monument was pro- 
vided with offerings, but chips and fragments from stoneworking were not. 


Subsistence Stones 


Mundane stone artifacts reveal other aspects of Olmec ritual and contribute 
to the idea that stone itself was not sacred, but that its worked form and sym- 
bolism in ritual could make it so. Petrography at San Lorenzo demonstrated 
that different outcrops were used preferentially for monuments versus metates, 
apparently for functional reasons (Coe and Diehl 1980:397—404), although the 
basalt for both was imported from Cerro Cintepec in the Tuxtla Mountains. 
The distance involved in procurement is one link between subsistence imple- 
ments and carved monuments. 

In their presentation at Dumbarton Oaks, Ortiz and Rodriguez noted that 
scattered mortars and metates, celts, and beads were among the earliest offer- 
ings in the El Manati spring-fed pool (see also Ortiz and Rodriguez 1989:31-32); 
also, two natural blocks of stone bore grooves that might have been used for 
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sharpening celts. Later offerings there consisted of groups of celts in more 
formal arrangements, but grinding tools no longer were included. Two radio- 
carbon dates are mentioned for the oldest Manati deposits, at about 1600 B.c. 
(Ortiz 1993: 18). 

Much later at LaVenta, some celts in offerings bear evidence of use, possibly 
in agriculture (Drucker, Heizer, and Squier 1959: 137-139). Sometimes Olmec 
celts are made of rarer greenstone, and some bear astonishing, glassy polish, 
seemingly making them labor-intensive versions of mundane objects. Yet both 
workaday and elaborate examples were placed in ritual caches. At La Venta, 
some “‘pseudo-celts” were fabricated, perhaps as surrogates for actual imple- 
ments (Drucker, Heizer, and Squier 1959: 135).The celt seems to be the crucial 
notion rather than the material. 

If mortars and metates are assumed to have been tied mainly to women’s 
social roles in grinding maize or other foods, and if celts are assumed to have 
been associated with men’s roles, including clearing forest for horticulture, then 
ritual offerings of these subsistence artifacts, both made from imported materials, 
initially involved two genders at El Manati.The choice of celts and metates as 
appropriate offerings may reflect both their historical agricultural importance in 
land use and in transforming plants and the necessity of obtaining the materials 
nonlocally in the Gulf lowlands. Regardless of whether early domesticates were 
crucial in lowland subsistence or, instead, in feasting and social aggrandizement 
(compare Clark and Blake 1994), the significance of the implements in transforma- 
tions remains the same. However, a connection with leaders’ activities, especially 
rituals, would help explain the tendency to favor special imported materials 
and high labor investment in celts. The roots of transformational meanings 
would extend back into the Archaic period as food production was developed 
and increased in importance. Here I am looking backward to derive significance 
from historical antecedents rather than forward to the Late Post-Classic period, 
which has supplied many of the meanings imputed to Pre-Classic remains. 

At El Manatt it appears that a segregation of ritual activities led to the predomi- 
nance of men’s(?) implements among later ground stone offerings, although 
Ortiz and Rodriguez (1989) interpret some of the busts as representing women. 
Marcus (this volume) notes a segregation of what she assigns as male and female 
ritual activities in the early Oaxaca record. Details of dating for El Manati are 
not yet published. Initiation of offerings in the Early Pre-Classic period is suggested 
by Ortiz and Rodriguez (this volume). Ifa degree of segregation of ritual contexts 
occurred early among the Gulf Olmec, it became a rather consistent structural 
feature in view of the continuation of celt offerings without metates in the 
Middle Pre-Classic period at La Venta. 
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Thus manos and metates, like celts and monuments, were acquired from 
distant banks of raw material, but grinding tools were not placed in public or 
sacred offerings except for the earliest and least formalized Manati offerings. Yet 
both grinding stones and celts were crucial in the transformation of the “raw to 
the cooked.” If this parallel is accepted, we have an indication of differential 
social valuation of subsistence stones. Rather than conforming to a general, 
cosmological notion of sacred stones, I suggest that celts and grinding tools had 
meanings that developed from their historical roles, specifically from the ex- 
traction of resources from nature, and initially both were selected as part of a 
narrow range of materials offered back, perhaps to the underworld. Grinding 
tools were eventually excluded from public ritual practices. We can view subsis- 
tence stones as conveying information about changing social relations as well as 
ritual.! 


Massive Stones 


Mass in carved stone has several potential implications. Monument size can 
be viewed in economic terms.The labor investment to quarry and move multi- 
ton blocks may have made recycling of stone attractive to Gulf Olmec leaders, 
as Cyphers (this volume) remarks. If we anticipate a reduction sequence of 
monuments that shrank steadily in size through recarving, it is striking that the 
largest—thrones (altars), heads, and some stelae—emphasize people and leader- 
ship themes, while medium and smaller-sized carvings also represent creatures, 
including supernaturals, with more strictly mythic or sacred themes (compare 
Grove, this volume). Massive stones seem to have been devoted first to key 
presentations about leadership, supporting Grove and Gillespie’s (1992) charac- 
terization of the Gulf Olmec tradition as emphasizing a cult of the ruler. 

However, massive stones are more than just “fuss and feathers,” that is, the 
sacred-social appurtenances of the person and prestige of the ruler. Trigger’s 
(1990) exposition of the rationale for monumentality stresses its flagrant viola- 


‘Graham (1992) traces possible later historical links among Olmec cached celts, those 
used in lowland Maya kingly regalia,and Costa Rican celts adapted as ornaments and grave 
goods. He notes that in Costa Rica ornately carved metates also developed as symbols of 
chiefly power and wealth. He interprets such objects as “a new language of power”; special 
labor invested in them represents wealth—‘a concrete index of the devotion and direction 
of past human labor” (Graham 1992: 169). In comparison, I view the Manati metates and 
celts as symbolic because of their transformational roles. However, their fabrication from 
imported stone is congruent with Graham’s perspective. Graham (1992: 175) interprets 
later, special celts in Costa Rica as symbolic of agriculture, warfare, and sacrifice. The earliest 
examples at Manati, however, cannot be directly tied to warfare and sacrifice, except that 
they, like other items and some human bone, are offerings in a sacred place. 
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tion of the “principle of least effort?’ Monumentality was conspicuous con- 
sumption that objectified the social power used to mobilize human labor. The 
monumental achieved a universal message by its violation of a universally un- 
derstood principle. Trigger (1990) continues with a consideration of additional 
aspects of monumentality and elite legitimization, both across and within classes. 
Such messages about social power have many ramifications (e.g., Ringle, this 
volume, and Grove, this volume, for explorations of how settlement space was 
orchestrated symbolically with major monuments and architecture). 

Another universal dimension is important for understanding Olmec carved 
monuments. In a calculus developed by Helms (1993), geographic, temporal, 
and spiritual distances occur along horizontal and vertical spatial dimensions 
and on a time scale (calibrated through events). The distant and less known is 
equated with the supernatural or sacred. These concepts can have expression at 
varied scales, with space divided along the same lines when domestic and com- 
munity or settlement space is contrasted with natural surroundings. 

In Mesoamerican schema, there was a vertical axis along which the under- 
world, the earthly plane, and the celestial world were closely articulated; the 
surrounding natural environment—its hills, springs, or caves—offered access to 
the underworld. For this reason, natural features of the landscape likely were 
seen as cosmologically significant. Massive stone monuments have the weight, 
solidity, and durability of immutable parts of the landscape. Massive stones brought 
to riverine sites on the coastal plain have a character different from that of tools. 
Their limited portability assimilates them to the landscape and nature, and, 
once they are carved, either their visible (or historically remembered) imagery 
or their embodiment of qualities of nature may affect their treatment. Perhaps 
this leads us back to “sacred stones,’ but only big ones. By sheer size they 
assimilate to the landscape and become part of the essential; any observer would 
have to mobilize a social effort to shift them. The same is true for massive 
architecture. 

Trigger (1990) comments on the communication of power by physical scale 
that can be apprehended personally and thus universally, for example, by ob- 
servers who walk across enormous architectural constructions. Love (this vol- 
ume) comments on the fixity and obtrusiveness of monumental architecture. 
Surely physical scale is as important a universal message as conspicuous con- 
sumption. Gulf Olmec stone monuments at riverine sites fuse the qualities 
ascribed to the geographically distant with the fixity of the natural landscape 
where outcrops and hills do not change appreciably in the span of a human life. 
Alteration of the natural and sacred transforms it into part of the immediate 
social realm and requires mobilization of social action, a fitting display and 
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confirmation of a ruler’s power. Helms (1993) discusses the importance of 
transformation, travel, and the distant, dangerous, and dimly understood for the 
expression of a ruler’s authority. 

A recycling of stone monuments does not undermine these ideas until the 
stone is so decreased in size that it no longer is particularly difficult to move, 
although even small carvings retain their special qualities derived from impor- 
tation. For centers located near stone sources, like Tres Zapotes, monumental 
stone presents a message derived from physical scale, not distance. 

Cowgill (1993) asked whether we can elaborate a “middle range theory of 
mind” that identifies general cognitive principles shaping cultural particulars of 
the archaeological record. If there are universally accessible messages in massive 
stones and in the monumental in general, we can discern some elements of 
such a theory. Gulf Olmec monuments at riverine centers were obtained from 
deposits well removed spatially; their presence drew the horizontally distant, 
more mysterious, and sacred to the center in a violation of the principle of least 
effort. Monumental sculptures and constructions are material symbols in an 
accessible, universal language of physical size, weight, and durability. In a 
Mesoamerican context, at least, these monuments called attention to the verti- 
cal axis involving celestial and underground regions—both, like the stones, 
relatively inaccessible; monument size and relative immobility provided a link 
with features of the landscape that naturalized cultural and social messages in 
worked stone. Monumental stones, suitably manipulated, constituted a nexus of 
social and sacred statements. The sacred quality of massive worked stone, which 
required labor mobilization for its expression, became thoroughly entangled 
with its social messages. 


FLOWING WATER 


... where lies a coffer burly all of blocks ... 
And the water warbles over into, filleted with glassy grassy quicksilvery 


shives ... 
Gerald Manley Hopkins, in Gardner 1963: 86 


As Sullivan notes (1991: 207), “water comes in different forms; its containers 
are essential structures of the cosmos. Waters inhabit the sky and fill its clouds, 
waters dwell in named mountains, spill out of mountain springs and caves, 
cascade down.” The El] Manati spring analyzed by Ortiz and Rodriguez formed 
a natural shrine illustrating the same preoccupation with spring water sug- 
gested by Cyphers for the San Lorenzo drain system, which Krotser (1973) also 
viewed as ritually important. Cyphers’ excavations indicate that one San Lorenzo 
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pond postdates the Pre-Classic, making this aspect of water control question- 
able in the Olmec repertoire. 

One perspective on water control emphasizes its practical functions. Water is 
not a scarce resource in Gulf Olmec country, although water quality is variable 
because of seasonal flooding and the sediment load of rivers. In some Veracruz 
locales today, such as in the Mixtequilla on the west side of the Lower Papaloapan 
basin, hand-dug wells tap the water table, providing domestic water and allow- 
ing pump or “pot” irrigation during the dry season. Whether this possibility 
existed in southern Veracruz and Tabasco is not clear. In a hot climate, high 
water consumption is important physiologically, and water is often used for 
more frequent bathing. 

Do these functional considerations help us understand the San Lorenzo stone 
channels and the Manati spring offerings? Not really. Rather than performing 
a unique practical function, natural springs probably embodied a dramatic emis- 
sion of water from the underworld and, symbolically, the dynamic quality of 
water in seasonal rains and floods that provided for agricultural success and 
regulated aspects of fishing and travel. At least at some sites, the Gulf Olmec 
were concerned with water and its control and integration into the layout of 
centers. This may have set in motion a continuing pattern of symbolic water 
manipulation that can be observed in the trans-Isthmian lowlands. As I indicate 
below, water was important as part of a simultaneously sacred and practical 
landscape. Water also figured in architectural planning. 


Of Land and Water? 


To consider the implications of a preoccupation with symbolic water con- 
trol, I briefly sketch the historical outline of a trans-Isthmian tradition that 
unfolds in post-Olmec times and contrast it with other parts of Mesoamerica. 
El Balsamo, a Middle or Late Pre-Classic center on the Pacific Coast of Guate- 
mala, had a shallow pool constructed on the top of one mound (Clewlow and 
Wells 1987: 31).° At the center of Izapa on the Pacific Coast of Chiapas, a 
subterranean stone-lined channel enters a boulder-faced, buried reservoir near 
the largest mound, Mound 60. A surface pond is positioned in front of this 
mound (Lowe, Lee, and Martinez 1982: 167-263). At Izapa small springs flow 
to the Rio Izapa, and effigy and plain troughs and basins occur in some num- 


? This adapts a phrase from Nietschmann’s (1973) title. 

> Shook (Shook and Hatch 1978) interpreted a low area immediately west of El Balsamo 
as a formal reservoir, but it is not integrated with central architecture and remains undated. 
Shook observed it in the rainy season and represents it as rectangular. In the dry season this 
form was not apparent to me. 
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bers, some placed to catch or direct spring water. Lowe, Lee, and Martinez 
(1982: 103) interpret the troughs and basins as evidence of concepts of sacred 
spring water. Pond construction is continued in some Classic period centers on 
the Pacific coast; Voorhies’ (1989: 105) map of Acapetahua shows two such 
features near major mounds in the Classic portion of the site. 

By the Late Pre-Classic to Classic period on the Gulf Coast, pond systems 
became a fixture of public space and site planning in the Mixtequilla region. 
Ponds, often squared off, are integrated with formal architecture. At Cerro de 
las Mesas, temple platforms and other public constructions ring a formal pond 
system (Stark and Heller 1991), while at Azuzules, another Classic center in the 
Mixtequilla, a pond surrounds the formal construction, making the center al- 
most an island (Stark, unpublished field data). At centers along the Lower Rio 
Cotaxtla, Daneels (1997) recorded architectural arrangements in which slope 
and connections to the river channel would have recharged ponds with water 
and fish during the rainy season. The geographic and temporal extent of these 
Classic period patterns in the Gulf lowlands deserves further study. In northern 
Veracruz at Tajin, probably in the Epi-Classic or Early Postclassic, stream diver- 
sion or runoff catchments from constructions at Tajin Chico fed an artificial 
cistern that may be depicted on low-relief carvings (Cortés 1989).The Tajin 
cistern and drains reflect a combination of practical and symbolic functions, im- 
proving drainage from built areas and establishing a body of water for rituals adja- 
cent to public buildings. Generally in the trans-Isthmian lowlands, encirclement 
and horizontal axial proximity of water and sacred buildings were emphasized. 

The symbolic importance of springs and other aquatic features is docu- 
mented in the Mexican highlands as well, but with somewhat different expres- 
sion. The Middle Pre-Classic center of Chalcatzingo, Morelos, was located 
adjacent to a spring, and there is water symbolism on bas-reliefs at the site. The 
dammed and partly channeled stream flow draining the hill behind the center 
is fed by a spring. The stream seems to have been directed into agricultural 
production below, but also to have fed a series of ponds, where it was stored for 
domestic use or pot irrigation on terraces (Angulo 1993: 195-208). Perhaps the 
closest parallel to trans-Isthmian features is ponds constructed inside caves and 
rockshelters on the hillside above the center, where the pools likely served in a 
ritual setting (Angulo 1993: 198; Grove and Cyphers 1987: 53-54). 

At Teopantecuanitlan, Guerrero, also a center with Olmec-related art, a stone- 
lined channel probably drained an impoundment pond fed by runoff and a 
spring originating in the hill behind the site (Martinez Donjuan 1986: 64-65). 
At these two highland sites, practical functions of water control have overshadowed 
the symbolic qualities of spring water and pools in archaeological interpretations. 
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At Cholula, Puebla, construction of the Great Pyramid began as early as the 
Late Pre-Classic period; the pyramid is situated at a spring that still supplies 
water in wells at a shrine (McCafferty and McCafferty n.d.). Later in the Ter- 
minal Pre-Classic and Classic periods at Teotihuacan in the Basin of Mexico, 
river canalization played a symbolic role in the architectural layout of the city, 
as analyzed by Sugiyama (1993). Springs occur today, mainly within the south- 
ern portion of the city, but do not seem to have been a major focus of public 
architecture (Millon 1973: 38, 47). Stone drainpipes within the cave-tunnel 
under the Pyramid of the Sun suggested the presence of a spring to Hayden 
(1981: 3), but other supporting evidence of a spring is unavailable. Barba et al. 
(1990: 431, 435) argue that some other cave-tunnels below the city contained 
springs. Apart from the ambiguous case of the Pyramid of the Sun, springs do 
not seem to have been magnets for architectural effort, even though sacred 
springs (or water imagery) are portrayed in a Tepantitla residential mural (Kubler 
1967: figs. 4, 5; Hayden 1981: 5). Millon, Drewitt, and Cowgill (1973: 9, 17, 18, 
77) suggest four reservoirs occurred in the city; they are located among resi- 
dential compounds rather than integrated into central precincts, but two are 
near major structures, the Ciudadela and the Pyramid of the Moon. 

Still later in the Post-Classic period, the position of Tenochtitlan in the lake 
system of the Basin of Mexico and the aquatic symbolism of some offerings in 
the Templo Mayor have been suggested to signify a cosmogram (Broda 1987; 
Matos 1987).Thus a series of major centers in the central highlands demon- 
strates an interest both in sacred natural water sources and in the integration of 
architecture with them. Perhaps this tradition underlies the Nahuatl concept 
for “city-state,” altepetl. “The word itself is a slightly altered form of the meta- 
phorical doublet in atl, in tepetl, ‘the water(s), the mountain(s), and thus it refers 
in the first instance to territory, but what is meant is primarily an organization 
of people holding sway over a given territory” (Lockhart 1992: 14). However, 
with the possible exception ofa pit or well within the Ciudadela at Teotihuacan 
(Sugiyama 1993: 121), these highland cases do not follow in detail the layout 
principles discernible in the trans-Isthmian lowlands, where the proximity of 
pools of water and sacred buildings was emphasized. 

The integration of artificial water storage features with public architecture is 
not usually handled with such overt symbolism in the Maya Lowlands as in the 
trans-Isthmian lowlands. Practical functions of water storage are more obvious, 
and reservoirs are commonly placed near, but not formally integrated with, the 
layout of public architecture; instead, reservoirs are positioned to draw upon 
the catchment offered by formal complexes (Scarborough 1993). Edzna, 
Campeche, is an exception (Matheny et al. 1983: 67-82, 196, 200). Canals there 
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may have had multiple functions, such as providing drainage, domestic water, 
transport, aquatic resources, and defense (by surrounding the “fortress” at Edzna). 
However, Matheny et al. (1983: 80-81) note that the Great Canal is aligned 
toward a major building complex, Cinco Pisos, for 3 (of 12) km, as are several 
other canals. It is likely that canal orientation (or building placement) was in 
part symbolic. Two symmetrically placed ponds within the “fortress” also sug- 
gest a combination of practical and symbolic functions (Matheny et al. 1983: 
map 9). In sum, natural sources of water had symbolic importance at many 
Maya centers, for example, the cenote at Chichén Itza (Tozzer 1957: 199), but, 
Edzna excepted, major architecture was not geared to incorporate bodies of 
water. “Adjacency” and convenience seem to be featured. 

To what should we ascribe a continued interest in and elaboration of aquatic 
features in public space in the trans-Isthmian lowlands? Ponds have numerous 
potential functions: borrow pits for fill, reservoirs in the dry season (uncon- 
taminated by stock), fish tanks, defensive isolation of the center if they encircle 
it, but, above all, a cosmologically significant setting for centers. Ponds contrib- 
uted to an integrated arrangement of constructed earthen space with its build- 
ings, interments, and offerings positioned beside the watery realm on which 
the land may have been conceived to have rested. Centers as elaborated in the 
Classic period of south-central Veracruz juxtaposed land and water in a fashion 
calculated to override the varied practical conveniences that ponds also offered. 

Despite the cosmological implications of centers built “of land and water,” 
human intervention is obvious. Leaders organized or commanded the con- 
struction and thus inserted their presence into the order of the cosmos, despite 
the fact that these twin natural elements can be appreciated easily from the 
banks of rivers or along the Gulf coastline. As with monumental carving, archi- 
tectural statements sculpted with earth and water sought to incorporate the 
essential qualities of the landscape and cosmos, yet they remain quintessentially 
social in their communications. 

In sum, I have explored how the manipulation of stones in ritual and the 
design of public space sought to naturalize social actions and relations in terms 
of fundamental properties of the cosmos—the world both as conceived and 
experienced. A tension between the particular and the general was inevitable. 
Because architectural and carved stone monuments were so intimately linked 
to early Gulf Olmec leadership in social hierarchies (as well as in post-Olmec 
societies), it is reasonable to view the ritual control of stones and water sources 
as the outcome of strategies of legitimation, whether consciously undertaken 
or simply favored in the varied efforts of leaders to elaborate and hold power. I 
doubt that the tension between the particular, or social, and general, or cosmo- 
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logical, is simply the optional variation in perspectives that we, as archaeolo- 
gists, can bring to bear in analyzing the material record. Connected to a strat- 
egy of legitimization, this tension is an inherent outcome of past actions. 


STUDYING RITUAL, SOCIAL IDENTITY, AND COSMOLOGY 


One problem with interpretative approaches that seek meaning in ritual, 
social identity, and cosmology is to decide which among many meanings are 
convincing. This introduces dilemmas raised explicitly by postprocessualist ar- 
chaeology in recent years, although Mesoamericanist investigations of symbol- 
ism have a very long history. 

From a postprocessual perspective, the material record 1s supercharged—not 
merely suited to analysis of economic or social information but suffused with 
culturally constituted meaning governing and negotiated by people, past and 
present. There are multiple meanings, and our own meanings intervene be- 
tween us and the record from the past. From this perspective, there is a profu- 
sion of “voices” from and about the past. For example, regarding Gulf Olmec 
imagery, the jaguar, toad, rattlesnake, caiman, possibly shark, and fish have spo- 
ken to someone, at least (Coe 1989; Furst 1981; Grove 1987; Joyce et al. 1991; 
Luckert 1976; Stocker, Meltzoff, and Armsey 1980), yet it is impossible for all 
of these interpretations to be accurate about the same material objects unless, 
as sometimes suggested, Olmec representations blend attributes from this bestiary. 
Complementary distributions of motifs on different kinds of vessels imply that 
at least some of these interpretations apply to different representations (Joyce 
et al. 1991). 

In contrast to this example of a degree of cacophony in “voices,” recently 
Lounsbury (1991: 810) wrote in regard to Proskouriakoff’s (1960) and Berlin’s 
(1958) pivotal work on Maya writing, which had countered conventional wis- 
dom: “Their papers embodied such elegant detective work, were so thoroughly 
researched and carefully crafted, and had their conclusions stated so cautiously, 
that no knowledgeable reader could fail to appreciate them and be persuaded.” 
The symposium papers in this volume recognize both diversity and shared 
patterns in the Pre-Classic period and suggest that we can indeed discriminate 
among alternative accounts of past symbolism, ritual, social identity, and cosmol- 
ogy in terms of how much evidence is accounted for and how parsimoniously. 

The new analyses and discoveries reported in this volume are particularly 
exciting with regard to the detail and variety that are recognized for social 
groups and ritual activities. Many new questions can be raised as a result. Does 
El Manati reflect smaller-scale community ritual (people who did not haul in 
massive stones), different rituals at springs, or simply diversity in practices among 
communities? Does the recycling of San Lorenzo area monuments and the 
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possibility of changing monument arrangements imply diversity and fluidity 
in Olmec ritual practices? Or does it mean that the instability of chiefdoms led 
later rulers to capitalize on the raw material of earlier monuments, reverently 
perhaps, but subverting them to their own sculptural programs? 

Instability among Pre-Classic societies is a particularly crucial topic that I 
hope will be clarified with continuing research. Part of what is at stake are 
competing groups—some of the multiple “voices” in the past. Cohen (1978: 
56-57) has argued that chiefdoms are unstable and fissiparous and that states 
are not, because they effectively combat such tendencies. Likely this contrast is 
overdrawn, but it is a significant issue. Although the lifespan of centers is not 
directly tied to the orderly succession of rulers, fragmentation of a chiefdom 
might be expected to “demote” a paramount center severely. 

In apparent contradiction to the evidence of instability among historic 
chiefdoms, a number of early centers in the Mesoamerican Early and Middle 
Pre-Classic continued to be important during a fairly lengthy span of time and 
do not suggest the degree of instability predicted by some theories. Low popu- 
lation densities during the Early and Middle Pre-Classic periods point to 
favorable conditions for agriculturalists in respect of available land; these 
conditions argue for expectations concerning the stability of social hierarchies 
different from those exemplified during historic times. Perhaps dissident as- 
pirants to high office more easily relocated, leaving centers and factions 
that continued their roles. These are among the questions that must be left for 
future research. In establishing new findings and demonstrating the impor- 
tance of new questions, the studies in this volume highlight the importance of 
ritual, social identity, and cosmology in understanding the Mesoamerican Pre- 
Classic. 
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craft specialization, 189 
domestic ritual, 190 
economics, 189 
local/minor temple, 195 
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Levi-Strauss, Claude, 16 
Lightning, 71, 75, 79 
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Cociyo (Zapotec), 88, 89 
Locona phase, 135 
Loma del Zapote, 10, 155, 158. See also 
El Azuzul; Los Treinta; Potrero 
Nuevo; Tenochtitlan 
social landscape at, 10 
Lopez Mamom phase, 53 
Burial 1 
evidence of decapitation, 55 
veneration of human remains, 
55 
ceramic complex, 51, 198 
grave goods, 54 
bone gorget, 54 
carved bone tubes, 54 
chert, 54 
hematite, 54 
jade, 54 
mortuary assemblage, 63 
Los Naranjos 
burial, 18, 41 
inclusions 
double-strand belt, 38 
earflares, 38 
earspools, 39 
greenstone celt, 38 
human skeletal elements, 38 
jade collar, 38 
monumental-scale, 38 
pottery vessels, 39 
red pigment, 38 
mounds, 38—40 
Los Treinta, 172, 276, 282 
Monument 5, 158, 173 
Love, Michael, 8, 9, 10, 11, 129 
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Maya, 11. See also animal companion: 
way; Tzotzil Maya 
elite legitimation, 67, 185 
house platform groups, 10 
“households,” 97, 98 
Lowlands, 310 
Early and Middle Pre-Classic, 5 
segmentary organization, 208— 
209, 214 
special-purpose buildings, 8, 119 
ritual practice (Pre-Classic), 119 
McKinnon, Susan, 16 
Merry de Morales, Marcia, 38 
Mesoamerica 
ideology, 127, 128, 130 
inequality within ideological 
structures, 129 
as practiced dominance, 129, 134 
material culture, 127, 129, 130, 149 
social practice, 127, 128, 130, 134, 
147 
temple construction, 213 
time-space geography, 134 
metaphor, 211, 213, 215 
Middle Formative 
cults 
domestic, 193 
fertility, 193 
figurines, 190 
household architecture, 193 
monumental construction, 193 
population recruitment, 189, 190 
organizations 
residential, 190, 193 
segmentary, 190 
swidden farmers, 189 
Middle Pre-Classic 
households, 114 
shell ornaments, 113 
shell-working, 109 
textile production, 109 
Mixistlan 
lime, use in planting ceremony, 71 


Mixtequilla, Veracruz, 308 
monumental architecture and art, 2, 3, 
9, 41, 205, 210, 301. See also under 
individual sites 
center, 11, 12 
construction 
of ballcourts, 9 
of freestanding mounds, 9 
pattern of, 9 
creation of a center and peripheries, 
9,11 
imagery 
gender, 7 
rulership, 11 
interment in, 40 
mythic narratives in, 11 
Pre-Classic, 3 
innovations in, 8 
Moore, Henrietta, 130 
mortuary practices/rites, 4. See also 
burials; costume ornaments/ 
costumes; under individual sites 
elaboration of, 17 
group-specific versus regional, 41 
implications for residential groups, 
15 
meals on the occasion of funerals, 
20 
social relations/rank, 15, 17, 41 
variation in, 15 
mountains. See the sacred: places 
movement, 200, 204, 207, 209-210, 
214 
Munn, Nancy, 17, 19 


Nakbe, 49, 63, 106, 193n, 194 
Middle Pre-Classic period, 100 
monumental architecture, 183 
sacbeob, 204 
shell ornaments, 107 

Nohmul, 115 
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Oaxaca, 30, 68, 97, 109, 117 
ancestors, 5-8, 70, 89-91 
burials 
inclusions 
bone and antler punches, 30 
grinding stones, 30 
handstones, 31 
needles, 30n 
obsidian, 31 
debitage, 30n 
vessels, 6 
weaving picks, 31 
practices, 36n 
seated, 73, 83, 84 
status, 83 
ceramics 
depictions of Earth/Earthquake, 
73,75, 76,79 
depictions of Earth as crocodile’s 
foot, 75, 77 
depictions of Four World 
Directions, 76, 80 
depictions of Sky/Lightning, 73, 
74, 75, 78, 83 
craft production 
basketry, 31 
lithics, 31 
textiles, 31 
Earth, iconography of, 75, 76 
figurines, 85, 91-92 
indicators of status, 83, 84, 86, 89 
pigment grinding, 31 
ritual, rituals 
appropriation of, 70 
autosacrifice, 71 
impersonation, 203 
men’s, 69, 73, 82, 89, 90, 94 
ancestors 
petition of, 71 
veneration of, 92 
worship of remote ones, 70 
worship of supernatural 
apical ones, 70 
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bloodletting, 70 
dancing in costume, 70 
figurines, use in, 71, 82 
Men’s Houses, 72, 86-88 
Ancestral Hall, 91, 93 
Datura (jimson weed), 70, 
73, 93 
lime, in plastered pit and 
powdered, 72-73, 88, 93 
narcotic plants, 72 
tobacco, 70, 73, 93 
performance, 30 
public buildings, use in, 7, 67, 71, 
79, 82, 86-87 
adobe, “bun-shaped,” 86, 88 
construction of, 69 
lineage houses, 69, 86, 89, 93 
stone masonry, dry-laid, 87 
women’s, 79, 82 
ancestors 
noble, 88 
petition of, 80 
worship of deceased females, 
70 
worship of the recently 
deceased, 70, 80 
disappearance of, 88 
divination, 80, 81, 82, 88, 93 
lime-lined basin, 80 
figurines, use in, 80, 81, 88, 89, 
93 
social identity, status differences, 70, 
82, 83, 89 
differentiation in, 5 
Tomaltepec 
burials at, 74, 83 
Burial 35, 84 
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249, 250, 251-252, 301. See also 
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cult of the ruler, 305 
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monuments/monumental art, 248, 
255-258, 262, 265, 282 
sculpture, 141, 142, 147 
displays of, 156 
Ortiz, Ponciano, 11 
Oxtotitlan, Guerrero 
cave site, 11, 168 
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ballcourt, 209, 210 
Pacific Coast. See Guatemala 
Pasion basin 
ceramics, Xe sphere, 50 
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Uaxactun project, 101 
Perez Suarez, Tomas, 131 
Peten 
Plaza Plan II, 196 
pilgrim, 204 
pilgrimage, 188, 202, 208, 212, 214 
Playa de los Muertos. See Honduras 
popolna. See Komchén: sache 
Porter, James, 277, 282 
Potrero Nuevo, 158, 168, 276, 284 
community, 158 
domination carvings, 287 
Monument 2 (tabletop altar), 282— 
283 
Monument 3, 282 
pottery vessels 
as burial inclusions, 4, 6, 15, 18 
Pred, Allan, 134 
primitive valuables, 42 
processions, 11, 208, 214. See also La 
Venta: Major Monument Zone 
Formative ritual, 188 
pan-Mesoamerican practice, 204 
Puuc hills, 189 
pyramids. See also under individual sites 
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tains, 11 
Quirigua 
sacred landscape, 256 


radiocarbon dating, 237 
at El Manati, 228 
regionalization, 134, 146 
Reilly, Kent, 258n, 290 
religion, 211, 214. See also under 
individual sites 
organizational role of, 186 
residential arrangements. See also under 
individual sites 
areas/sites, 3 
Classic period, 99 
Pre-Classic period, 4 
compounds 
burial 
and personal identity, 41 
Pre-Classic, 6 
groups 
competition between, 7 
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in Oceania, 16 
in northwest United States, 16 
specialized structures as settings 
for ritual, 9 
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Rio Azul, 111, 112 
Middle Pre-Classic period, 100 
ritual structures at, 113 

Rio Cotaxtla, 309 

rites of passage 
Formative, 200 

ritual, rituals. See also processions; under 
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individual sites and periods 
content, 89, 92 
Earth 

as part of, 90-91, 94 
fertility, 199 
impersonation 

pan-Mesoamerican practice, 202, 

203, 209 
locus of performance, 90, 92 
mediation, 200, 208, 210, 214 
movement, 188 
performance/performers, 30, 71, 92, 
207 
Robin, Cynthia, 5, 39 


sacbe, sacbeob, 208. See also under 
individual sites 
new segments, 215 
relationship to ballcourts, 209-210 
as representing kinship links and 
political organizations, 207 
the sacred, 200. See also under individual 
sites 
landscapes, 11, 289 
places, 213 
cenotes, 202 
mountains as imitations of, 202, 
209, 213 
Salama Valley, 51 
Xox complex, 50 
San Isidro, Chiapas, 247 
human skeletal remains, 38 
ritual space, 39 
San José I, 193n 
San Jose Mogote, 6, 67, 68,73, 75,79, 
87, 117 
Area C, 109 
burial inclusions 
deer bones, 83 
jade, 83 
beads, 86 
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earspools, 83, 86 
magnetite, 83 
marine shell, 83 
miniature four-legged stools, 86 
Espiridion complex 
miniature ceramic mask of feline, 
67 
figurine scene, 83, 86-88 
House 13, 83 
human remains 
with jade bead in mouth, 75 
Middle Pre-Classic period, 100 
Structure 2 
and stone masonry, 88 
ritual artifacts 
ceramic dance masks, 86 
marine shell, 86 
spines for bloodletting, 86 
San José phase, 69, 70, 74, 75, 80, 82, 
83, 84, 85, 86, 88, 89, 94 
ceramics, 6 
San Lorenzo, 2, 10, 155, 158, 159, 160n, 
163, 164, 165, 167, 168, 169, 174, 
175, 225, 230, 249, 280-282, 283, 
284, 286, 287, 301 
altars, 277, 282 
circular 
Monument 16, 277, 280 
Monument 64, 277, 280 
distribution of, 279 
rectangular 
Monument 8, 277, 280 
Monument 51, 277, 280 
tabletop 
Monument 18, 277 
Monument 60, 277, 280 
Type A, Monument 14, 264n, 
277, 280, 282 
Type B, Monument 20, 277, 
280, 282 
aqueduct, 161 
basalt workshop, 167 
colossal heads, 160, 246 
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arranged processionally, 280 
Colossal Head 1, 277, 280 
Colossal Head 2 (Monument 2), 
163, 277, 282 
Colossal Head 3, 277 
Colossal Head 4, 277 
Colossal Head 5, 277 
Colossal Head 6, 277, 280 
Colossal Head 7 (Monument 
53), 163, 277, 282 
Colossal Head 8, 277. See also 
San Lorenzo: Group E: 
Monument 61 
Colossal Head 9, 277, 280 
Colossal Head 10, 277 
distribution of, 278 
cosmology 
center/periphery, 283, 289 
crafts 
attached specialization of, 10 
long-distance exchange of, 8 
domination carvings, 287 
drinking water, 165 
Group A 
template location, 280n 
Group D, 165 
Monument 34, 168 
Monument 57, 167 
Group E, 159 
Laguna 8, 159 
Monument 9, 161 
Monument 14 
jaguar paw headdress insig- 
nia, 160 
tabletop throne, 159 
Monument 52, 161 
Monument 61, 160, 163, 164. See 
also San Lorenzo: colossal 
heads: Colossal Head 8 
Monument 62, 161, 163 
Monument 77, 161 
Major Monument Zone (MMZ), 
276, 284 


personages and rulership, 285 
processional arrangements, 285 
rulership themes, 289 
monumental sculpture, 10 
monuments, 155, 276 
carving, 280, 282 
control of water as central 
theme of, 11 
distribution of, 281,289 
identical twins, 172 
mutilation, 282 
recarving, 163, 167, 280, 282 
recycling, 159, 174, 280 
rulership/personage, 280 
workshop, 10 
peripheral sites, 283-284, 287 
feline dominating human theme 
carvings, 282 
rulership/personage, 282 
phases, 247 
Red Palace, 167 
residential groups, 10 
sacred landscape, 276, 280, 284, 
286n, 289 
templates of, 285n 
sacred mountain, 286 
Santo Domingo Albarradas 
ritual content, blood, 71 
Schele, Linda, 129 
Scott, James C., 129 
Seibal, 108, 110, 111, 115, 116, 190n, 
193 
deposits at, 106 
local/minor temple, 195, 197 
Middle Pre-Classic period, 100 
Shanks, Michael, 128 
shell, shell ornaments. See burials: 
inclusions; crafts: production; kula 
system; under individual sites 
Shook, Edwin, 138 
Sky, 89, 90-91, 94 
social hierarchy, 42, 209, 211, 214. See 
also cults 
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differences in, 3 
identity, 89 
ranking 
by age, 8 
by gender, 8 
spirit 
ch’uel, 200, 202, 207, 214 
ini, 200 
teotl, 203 
Squier, Robert J., 265 
status markers, 42 
and interregional exchange, 42 
Stirling, Matthew W., 265, 282 
Swasey/Bladen complex and phases, 188 
burials, 52 
mixed age and sex, 54 
grave good assemblage, 52 
symbolic relations 
contiguity tropes, 20n 
index, 20n 
metonymy, 20n 


Taggart, James M., 283 
Tajin, Veracruz, 309 
Tamanche, 204 
sacbe systems, 208 
teixiptla (Aztec ritual), 203, 204 
Temporada IV. See Tlatilco 
Tenochtitlan, 158, 249, 256, 257, 276, 
282, 284, 310 
cosmological templates, 256 
domination carvings, 287 
Monument 1, 158, 168, 282 
sacred landscape, 256 
mountain, 256 
Templo Mayor, 199, 248, 256 
Teopantecuanitlan, Guerrero, 250, 258, 
309 
sunken walled patio, 264n 
Teotihuacan, 310 
sacred landscape, 256 
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Nahuatl, 200 
Tezcatlipoca, 200 
Tierras Largas, 109 
Tierras Largas phase, 69, 72, 73, 73, 80, 
86, 89 
Tikal, 49, 50, 64, 190n, 194, 213, 286 
Eb ceramic complex, 50, 188 
family-type residential burials, 51 
monumental architecture 
Late Formative, 183 
Mundo Perdido, 185 
sacred landscape, 256 
Tilley, Christopher, 128 
Tintal, 64 
Tlapacoya, 79 
Tlatilco, 21-39, 34, 38, 79 
burials, 5-7, 8, 32-33 
bead belts, use of, 36, 41 
earspools, use of, 41 
human remains 
adult female, 21, 24 
adult male, 21, 24 
juvenile 21, 24 
use of red pigment in, 28 
inclusions 
costume ornaments, 37, 38 
anklet, 36n 
belt, 36n 
bone ornaments, 36 
bracelets, 36n 
ear ornaments, 36 
gender-specific costume, 36 
iron ore, 36 
mirrors, 38 
necklace, 36n 
shell, 36 
figurines, 27 
grinding stones, 32 
jade bead in mouth of 
deceased, 36n 
masks, 29 
musical instruments, 29 
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needles, 31n 
obsidian 
debitage “hammerstone,’ 31n 
debitage “mano,” 31 
debitage “pestle,” 31n 
production tools, 33 
stamps, 29 
weaving tools, 32 
picks and needles, 31n 
ceramics 
depictions of Four World 
Directions, 76 
greenstone 
as prized substance, 36n 
house societies, 36, 38 
mortuary practices 
featuring obsidian production, 33, 
34 
bipolar (hammer and anvil) 
production, 35, 36 
core/blade production, 35 
pottery vessels, use of, 30 
red pigment, use of, 30 
ritual, 30, 36 
Temporada IV burial 
bottle-shaped pits, 23n 
composition of, 23 
human remains 
cranial deformation, 22 
females, 23, 30 
juveniles, 23 
kinship moieties, 23 
males, 23, 30 
mixed age and sex, 22 
costume, wearing of, 34 
inclusions 
bone punches, 23n 
clay masks, 30 
costume ornaments, 22 
figurines, 23, 26 
groundstone, 23n 
iron ore mirrors, 22 


jade 
belts, 22 
ear ornaments, 22 
musical instruments, 30-31 
obsidian, 23n 
pottery vessels, 23, 26 
stamps, 30 
nutrition, evidence of, 22 
and rank, evidence of, 22 
red pigment, use of, 23, 26 
residential 
compounds, 23n 
groups, 26 
secondary burial treatment, 26n 
social status, 23 
textiles, 34 
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trans-Isthmian tradition, 308 
Tres Zapotes, 2, 307 
tribute networks 
Formative, 211 
Tzotzil Maya, 98, 99 
household, 98 
practice (assigning value to 
action), 97-99 
social relations, 98 
male-female pairs, 98 


Uaxactun, 64, 99, 110, 111, 112, 190, 

193n 

age, social ranking by, 8 

artifacts, 103 

crafts, 7, 8 

domestic elaboration, 114 

Floor I, construction of, 106-107 

gender identities 
formalized definition of, 7 
social ranking by, 8 

Group E 
craft production, 7, 107 
ritual structures, 116 
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textile production, 7, 108 
household, 8 
creation of household identity, 
118 
economic role of, 108 
Middle Pre-Classic period, 100 
monumental architecture, Late 
Formative, 183 
pyramids (Late Pre-Classic Maya), 
288n 
residences, nonelite, 100 
residential occupation, 101 
ritual practice 
household-level, 111, 118 
structures for, 111, 112,117 
Uayeb 
rites, 201, 207, 208 
spirit, 207 
Ujuxte, 140, 142, 146, 148 
civic architecture, 141 
Paso de la Amada, 135, 136, 143 
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Xe complex, 188 
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Yaxuna, 195 
Yucatan, 188, 189, 193n 


Zapotec. See also Lightning: Cociyo; 

Xoo: Earthquake 

blood sacrifice, 89 

divination, diviners, 80, 82 

elite 
deformation of skulls, 94 
possessions of, 94 

“lineage house,” 69 

ritual 
performers, 71 
sacrifice, 70-71 

social identity, men’s and women’s, 
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